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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION
Who Do We Think We Are?
In Search of a Common Understanding of the Social Work Identity
By
Michael William Hassler
Kutztown University of Pennsylvania, 2021
Kutztown, Pennsylvania
Directed by Stephen W. Stoeffler, Ph.D.
Since the inception of the profession, social workers have struggled to identify a common
understanding of social work, its fundamental activity, and the role of the worker. Utilizing a
phenomenological approach, this qualitative study explored the following questions: 1) What is
the participant’s lived experience of social work identity? and 2) How is this understanding of
identity similar to or different from that of other helping professionals who perform similar
activities? Semi-structured interviews, conducted with 22 social workers in the field, diverse in
education, practice area, and experience, highlighted parallels among the various experiences,
and advanced the exploration of the essence of social work identity. The interviews investigated
the presence of role ambiguity and/or role conflict in the experience of each social work
participant, as well as their response orientation to conflict (i.e., expedient, moral, and moralexpedient) and the possible effects of ambiguity (i.e., super and sub identities) on their
understanding of their own social work identity. While saturation was not reached, the analysis
indicated that the participant’s job description, workplace expectations, and their inability to
adequately distinguish their role and activity from that of other helping professional preforming
the same task or occupying the same role affected the understanding many had of their own
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social work identity. Themes included super and subordinate orientations, role or activity
dominance, identity modifiers, and conflict resolution orientations. These findings may be used
to inform future research of social work identity as well as the unifying element(s) of the
profession.
Keywords: social work role, social work identity, professional identity, definition of social
work, role ambiguity, role conflict
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Introduction

In her autobiography, Twenty Years at Hull House, Jane Addams, a social activist, cofounder of the most famous American settlement house, and one of the most influential pioneers
in the early days of the social work profession, quoted two lines from Matthew Arnold’s poem,
Self-Dependence: “Weary of myself, and sick of asking, what I am, and what I ought to be”
(Arnold, n.d.; Addams, 1998, p. 55). At this period in her life, Jane Addams was struggling with
identity. She had just returned from a European tour, during which she was exposed to the
horrors experienced by the poor in London’s East End. In addition, she was searching for a
religious community that spoke to her desire to return to a simple and zealous compassion and
collegiality embraced by the early Christians. Just as she felt she was on the verge of some
significant event, she was also aware of her own fear and perceived incompetence. What kind of
person was she to become and how was she to help? Ironically, Jane Addams, one of the
founders of social work, would foreshadow the profession’s own struggle with professional
identity.
The development and maintenance of the individual’s social work identity is a priority of
the profession. According to Educational Policy 2.1.1 of the 2008 Educational Policy and
Accreditation Standards of the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE), social work
education should enable the student to “identify as a professional social worker” (2012, p. 3). In
its 2015 revision of these standards, Competency 1 states that social workers should “understand
the profession’s history, its mission, and the roles and responsibilities of the profession” (Council
on Social Work Education [CSWE], 2015, p. 7). Despite these efforts to ensure the formation of
a social work identity among its membership, some social workers have found the social work
role to be elusive.

Who Do We Think We Are?

2

Since its organization in the early 20th century, the profession of social work has
struggled to define its activity and carve out a unique role among the helping professions
(Flexner, 1915; Lubove, 1969; Meyer, 1969). Initially the social work profession was composed
of the practitioners of heterogeneous helping and charitable organizations and efforts (Lubove,
1969). Though these settlement workers, friendly visitors, and case workers were dissimilar from
one another in their structure, methods, and perspectives, each of these practitioners contributed
unique aspects of their practice to the developing understanding of the new practitioner: the
social worker (Lubove, 1969; Specht & Courtney, 1995).
After its establishment, the profession made several attempts to define itself and identify
a common understanding of its role and activity (Devine, 1922; Minahan, 1981; Specht &
Courtney, 1995). However, each effort failed to sufficiently settle the question, punting the issue
to the next generation. In addition, the heterogeneity of practice, which was observed in the
profession’s early days, has persisted, further complicating efforts to define the social worker’s
role and professional identity.
Certainly, one might question the importance of a common understanding of the social
work role and activity if it were perceived that the profession has been able to thrive without
them. Yet, it is possible that the absence of a cohesive understanding of role and activity may
prove to have a more devastating consequences, hidden below the apparent success and
sustainability of the profession.
One of the functions of a common understanding of social work’s role and activity is to
establish professional boundaries. In other words, a common understanding allows a practitioner
to identify a certain activity as social work from other helping activities, thus restricting the
practice of social work only to authorized practitioners, social workers. A common
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understanding of the social work role and activity may encourage the development of a social
work professional identity, in which the practitioner perceives themselves as a social worker. If,
however, the definitions of the social work role or activity are obscure, the social worker may
gravitate toward a more strongly structured identity. For example, the social worker, who is
employed in a counseling practice, may perceive the role of therapist as more sound. In addition,
therapy enjoys a common understanding, despite diversity in psychological approach, and the
professional boundaries of the therapist are clear. Thus, the social worker, who experiences the
consequences of an obscure role and identity, may be more inclined to identify as a therapist
instead of a social worker.
The profession, therefore, may be populated by an unknown quantity of practitioners who
no longer identify as social workers or who’s predominant professional identity is to a helping
profession other than social work. Moreover, one could argue that –without a common
understanding of its role and activity– the social work profession encourages professional
boundary crossing as well as the usurpation of roles outside of the profession. It stands to reason
that the profession cannot facilitate the formation of healthy social work profession identities if
the profession struggles to define itself. Moreover, this professional identity crisis will cause the
practitioners of other helping professions to struggle with the definition of social work (i.e.,
social work role and activity) as well. Consequently, the niche that might be occupied by social
workers in the 21st century may be assumed by others because our role or contribution remains
undefined or misunderstood.
In chapter 2 of this dissertation, I explore further the historical development of the social
worker and the profession’s struggle to identify a common understanding of the worker’s role
and activity. In chapter 3, I detail the method of my qualitative study, a phenomenological
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exploration of the personal experiences of social work identity had by 22 social workers in the
field, followed by a presentation of my findings in chapter 4. Finally, in chapter 5, I address the
study’s implications for both the social worker and the social work profession.
In the final verses of Self-Dependence, the author proclaims that identity is sourced in the
resolution of challenges such as might be experienced when confronted by role ambiguity or role
conflict: “A cry like thine in mine own heart I hear: ‘Resolve to be thyself; and know that he,
who finds himself, loses his misery!’” (Arnold, n.d.). In a similar fashion, the strength of the
social work profession may be found in –and may be contingent upon– the strong and
unambiguous identities of its workers.
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Literature Review

Since the inception of the profession, social workers have struggled to identify a common
understanding of social work, its fundamental activity, and the role of the worker (Gibelman,
1999; Hugman, 2009; Jones, 2014). In fact, examinations of social work’s identity, or rather, the
profession’s identity crisis, have been conducted around the world (Campanini, et al., 2012;
Dickens, 2011; Hare, 2004; Harrison & Healy, 2015; Moorhead, et al., 2016; Ornellas, et al.,
2016; Rode, 2016). Historically, one of the first to call attention to the profession’s struggle with
identity was Abraham Flexner during his address at the Forty-Second Annual Session of the
National Conference of Charities and Correction in May 1915 (Flexner, 1915). Although
Flexner never suggested that social work’s problem was its identity per se, his conclusion –that
social work did not meet the criteria for a profession– was, in part, the result of social work’s
nebulous professional identity. According to S. Colby Peters (2017), the insecurity of the
profession regarding its identity and its desperation to be recognized is evidenced by the
profession’s solicitation of approval from Abraham Flexner, who was not a member of the
profession nor did he have –by his own admission– familiarity with social work or its workers.
However, before we dismiss Flexner’s criticism as a historical anomaly, let us consider a modern
example of the profession’s search for definition and identity.
In her qualitative study, Barbra Teater (2017) interviewed 21 academics to explore how
each defined social work research. Some defined it as any research that contributes to the
development of knowledge in general. Others claimed that social work research is research
conducted “through a social work lens” (Teater, 2017, p. 553). One bloc regarded social work
research as related to anything that is immediately applicable to social work practice, and another
considered any research conducted by a social worker to be social work research. Implied in this
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study is the participants’ inability to identify a common understanding of social work itself. This
historic and chronic inability of the profession to define itself, to identify an understanding of the
worker’s role and what constitutes social work activity, may undermine the individual’s
professional identity.
My dissertation studies social work identity. By means of phenomenological interviews,
the lived experiences of 22 social workers helped to identify the essence of social work identity.
In addition, the analysis indicated that the participant’s job description, workplace expectations,
and their inability to adequately distinguish their role and activity from that of other helping
professional preforming the same task or occupying the same role affected the understanding
they had of their own social work identity.
The study of this phenomenon is linked fundamentally to social work leadership and
education. Without a clear understanding of the worker’s role and activity, the social work leader
may be indistinguishable from the leaders of other helping professions, especially if the tools and
theories of leadership utilized are those of other disciplines. Similarly, without a common
understanding, the academe will continue to struggle to articulate social work’s unique domain.
If social workers cannot identify a common understanding among themselves, how are other
helping professionals to recognize, employ, and understand us? If we are unable to identify our
unique domain, how will the profession protect its role and activity from professional
encroachment and other threats?
A Profession in Search of Definition
Even in the early days of the profession, the term social work, and the activity which
constituted and animated it, was ambiguous. Edward Thomas Devine, a general secretary of the
New York Charity Organization Society and the co-founder of the New York School of
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Philanthropy (Quam, 2013), and his colleague, Lilian Brandt, a social welfare researcher and
author (“Lilian Brandt, 78, active in welfare,” 1951), observed that
… "social work" has come into use in recent years as a comprehensive term, including
charity and philanthropy, public relief, punishment and reformation, and all other
conscious efforts, whether by the state or on private initiative, to provide for the
dependent, the sick, and the criminal, to diminish the amount of poverty, disease, and
crime, and to improve general living and working conditions (Devine & Brandt, 1921, p.
1).
Stuart Alfred Queen, another chronicler contemporaneous to social work’s beginnings and the
director of the School of Social Work at Simmons College (Stuart Alfred Queen, 2000)
confirmed the problem of social work’s definition, acknowledging that
… the nearest we can come to a definition is to say that social work is the art of
adjusting personal relationships, of helping [others] to overcome the difficulties which
may arise … To help such folk find, revise, or restore their place in society” (Queen,
1922, p. 18, 322).
Rather than establishing clear boundaries and narrow definitions of the profession, the activity,
and the practitioner’s role, the founders –by choice or happenstance– opted for a large tent, under
which a crowd of specialists and factions; trained professionals and volunteers; friendly visitors,
settlement workers, case workers, and other social service providers, gathered.
There was no confusion, however, regarding social work’s unifying element: the
profession’s exclusive focus on social problems such as poverty, disease, and crime (Devine,
1922). According to Devine, this unifying element focuses the profession’s “attention on some
neglected evil; or it seizes upon some unmet need, some unrealized possibility, and applies to it
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intensively the remedy” (Devine, 1922, p. 29). Social work is the community’s “salvage and
repair service” (Devine, 1922, p. 1), and this unifying element has endured throughout the
profession’s first century. Though they could establish no consensus for a common
understanding of social work or the role of the worker, the qualitative research of Forenza and
Eckert (2018) found there was consensus among the study’s participants for the constitutive
quality of social justice in social work practice. According to Stoeffler and Joseph (2020, p.
289), “in the edifice of social work, social justice represents the keystone and poverty the
cornerstone.”
In 1969, more than fifty years after the National Conference of Charities and Correction
changed its name to the National Conference of Social Work, Henry Meyer, a professor in the
School of Social Work at the University of Michigan, a founder of the university’s social work
and social science doctoral program (Obituaries: Henry J. Meyers, 2000), and a researcher of the
professionalization of social work (School of Social Work, 2000), asserted that the profession,
which was still in the process of professionalizing, …
… lays uncertain claim to competent performance of tasks unclearly specified in a
domain with vaguely defined boundaries. The profession is not sure what its skills are or
what the criteria for skillful performance should be. It struggles to distinguish the central
components of professional skill and responsibility from those which are shared from
other professions. It is not universally recognized, and it is scarcely protected by law or
custom (Meyer, 1969, p. 41).
Similarly, Thomas L. Briggs, the director of Continuing Education and Manpower Development,
and a contributor to the Council of Social Work Education’s (CSWE) manual, Educating MSW
Students to Work with Other Social Welfare Personnel, observed that …
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The field of social work has been unable to develop a universally accepted definition –
one that encompasses the variety of activities engaged in by practitioners in a wide range
of fields of practice and settings, dealing with the gamut of human problems and utilizing
a number of intervention strategies and yet shows its unique area of expertise (Briggs,
1973, p. 9).
Clearly, social work’s dilemma is not the absence of a definition, but rather, the absence of a
definition that captures effectively the essence of social work, facilitates cohesion among the
profession’s workers, and has the ability to proclaim the meaning and purpose of social work –
in a fashion that is simple, distinct, and unambiguous – to the other helping professions and the
society at large.
Many attempts have been made by both the National Association of Social Workers
(NASW) and the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) to provide an effective
definition. In 1979, NASW defined social work as a profession designed “to promote or restore
a mutually beneficial interaction between individuals and society in order to improve the quality
of life for everyone” (Minahan, 1981). Prior to the generation of this statement (see Appendix
A), Anne Minahan observed that …
Many people pointed out that there still was no real agreement on the purpose and
objectives of social work, and without such agreement it was not possible to discuss
fruitfully the activities, knowledge, and skill appropriate to social work” (1981, p. 5).
In 1996, the NASW ratified its Code of Ethics. This code has been edited three times, the latest
in 2017. The preamble of the Code of Ethics, a statement of social work’s mission and purpose,
could function as a definition of social work (see Figure 1). Clearly, the centerpiece of the
preamble are the values of social work, chosen to both capture the activity of social work and
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inspire the aspiration of the worker. The values listed in the preamble are prioritized in the
curricula of social work schools throughout the nation. Yet, these values, except for social
justice, are not unique to the social work profession and may be found –explicitly or implicitly–
in the ethical codes of other helping professions, such as those of the American Association for
Marriage and Family Therapy, the American Psychological Association, Association for
Addiction Professionals, Clinical Mental Health Counselor Association, and the Hippocratic
Oath (American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy, 2015; American Psychological
Association, 2016; Association for Addiction Professionals, 2016; Clinical Mental Health
Counselor Association, 2020; Tyson, 2001). Consequently, if the values are intended to help
define the profession, the shared values – with the exception of social justice – seem to be an
unintended statement of similarity instead of uniqueness. While the Code of Ethics is easily
accessible on the NASW website, no official definition of social work is prominently displayed.
In July 2014, the IFSW General Meeting and the International Association of Schools of
Social Work (IASSW) approved the following definition:
Social work is a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that promotes
social change and development, social cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation of
people. Principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility and respect for
diversities are central to social work. Underpinned by theories of social work, social
sciences, humanities and indigenous knowledge, social work engages people and
structures to address life challenges and enhance wellbeing. The above definition may be
amplified at national and/or regional levels (International Federation of Social Workers
[IASSW], 2014).
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While distinct in their own right, these definitions share some things in common: 1) Each
definition lacks sufficient specificity; 2) Aspects of each definition may be easily applied to other
helping professions; and 3) Each definition may be too large and clumsy to effectively brand the
profession. Consequently, these consensus statements should be understood as the beginning of
an identity coalescence process and not an end.

Figure 1
Preamble of the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics
Preamble
The primary mission of the social work profession is to enhance human well-being and help
meet the basic human needs of all people, with particular attention to the needs and
empowerment of people who are vulnerable, oppressed, and living in poverty. A historic and
defining feature of social work is the profession's focus on individual well-being in a social
context and the well-being of society. Fundamental to social work is attention to the
environmental forces that create, contribute to, and address problems in living.
Social workers promote social justice and social change with and on behalf of clients.
"Clients" is used inclusively to refer to individuals, families, groups, organizations, and
communities. Social workers are sensitive to cultural and ethnic diversity and strive to end
discrimination, oppression, poverty, and other forms of social injustice. These activities may
be in the form of direct practice, community organizing, supervision, consultation,
administration, advocacy, social and political action, policy development and implementation,
education, and research and evaluation. Social workers seek to enhance the capacity of people
to address their own needs. Social workers also seek to promote the responsiveness of
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organizations, communities, and other social institutions to individuals' needs and social
problems.
The mission of the social work profession is rooted in a set of core values. These core
values, embraced by social workers throughout the profession's history, are the foundation of
social work's unique purpose and perspective:
•

service

•

social justice

•

dignity and worth of the person

•

importance of human relationships

•

integrity

•

competence.
This constellation of core values reflects what is unique to the social work profession.

Core values, and the principles that flow from them, must be balanced within the context and
complexity of the human experience.
Source: National Association of Social Workers, 2017
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A Professional in Search of Identity

In his history of social work, Stuart Alfred Queen (1922) acknowledged that the
identification of the specific and common activity of social work was challenging. He suggested
that “social work has never been a static thing” and that it has been “growing, developing,
changing; sometimes for better, sometimes for worse” (Queen, 1922, p. 9). Queen suggested this
bewilderment is due to obscure professional boundaries as “even social workers seem to be in
confusion as to where their work ends and that of other vocations begins” (Queen, 1922, p. 17).
In his manual, Social Work: Essays on the Meeting-Ground of Doctor and Social Worker,
Richard Clarke Cabot, a physician, early social work pioneer, and –with Ida Cannon—
co-founded of the first Hospital Social Services Department (Otis-Green, 2013), seemed to
confirm Queen’s observation and suggested that the practitioner of social work might occupy a
variety of roles, some –now recognized– as characteristic of specific jobs or distinct professions
outside the profession of social work such as school nurse, welfare worker, and probation officer
(Cabot, 1919).
A brief review of the development of the social worker’s professional role may enhance
the reader’s appreciation of the sources of social work’s chronic identity problem and the reasons
for its endurance. Our journey begins in the late nineteenth century, when the profession we now
recognize as social work began to form and professionalize.
The Settlement Worker
Brought to the United States from England in the late 1800s, the settlement house
provided a place of hospitality, support, education, skill-building, and advancement
(Barbuto, 1999). Hull House, founded by Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr in 1889, became
“a center for social reform in Chicago” (Barbuto, 1999, p. 5), and the most famous settlement
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house in the United States (Addams, 1998; Davis, 2000; Diliberto, 1999; Elshtain, 2002;
Knight, 2005; Knight, 2010). “They began their work at Hull House by letting their neighbors
know they were ‘at home’ to them” (Specht & Courtney, 1995, p. 82).
Primarily established in the areas of larger cities reserved for immigrants and the poor,
the settlement house functioned as a community center, and its programming varied according to
the specific needs of the neighborhood. According to the Handbook of Settlements,
programming could include a library, sewing school, domestic science classes, boys’ club,
theater, gymnasium, citizenship classes, dispensary, employment bureau, hotel, and public bath
(Woods & Kennedy, 1911).
Not a member of the neighborhood, the worker chose to live in the settlement house,
among the people they served.
The Settlement house represented a voluntary renunciation of privilege and position; it
was an expression of a strong desire to be of service to the poor. These liberal-minded
and well-educated young men and women believed that by participating in the life of the
neighborhood, they would raise the culture, moral, an intellectual level of the
community (Specht & Courtney, 1995, p. 80-81).
According to Barbuto, “settlement workers wanted to improve living and working conditions by
actually sharing in the lives of the poor, not by just providing a good moral example as the
friendly visitors had” (1999, p. 41). Certainly, the everyday lives of those in the neighborhood
were affected by the programming. But change was brought to the system through advocacy.
According to Specht and Courtney, “the settlers at Hull House associated themselves
with many social reform movements; they were defenders of organized labor, they supported
such causes as the outlawing of child labor, and they fought for women's suffrage” (1995, p. 82).
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This radical activity of the settlement worker –changing systems and realizing social justice
through advocacy— is now the task of the social worker. Though it remains a hallmark of the
profession, and our most tangible legacy from Jane Addams and the settlement house movement,
the profession’s commitment to the poor and vulnerable has waned (Specht & Courtney, 1995).
Rather than functioning as “secular priests in the church of individual repair,” Specht and
Courtney enjoins social workers – “the caretakers of the conscience of community”— to return
to the spirit of the settlement house and prioritize the work of advocacy and change, so that
systems, which continue to discriminate, neglect, abuse, impoverish, and even kill, may be
reclaimed, reformed, or recreated (1995, p. 28).
The Friendly Visitor
The modern social worker may trace his or her roots to the friendly visitor or volunteer
visitor of the charity organization movement. This visitor, working under the direction of the
agent, a salaried employee of the charity, would make in-home visits to the supplicant who
petitioned for assistance. In the course of the visitation, the supplicant was investigated by the
visitor, and his or her worthiness or unworthiness to receive assistance was determined.
Assistance was provided to the “worthy” and often denied to the “unworthy, drunkard, pauper,
[or] deserter” (Lubove, 1969, p. 20). Furthermore, “relief would be blended with a judicious
mixture of moral exhortation” (Lubove, 1969, p. 3).
The friendly visitor influenced the poor “by long, patient contact, and by the slow, natural
growth of friendship” (International Congress of Charities, Correction, and Philanthropy, 1894,
p.21). According to Mary Richmond, a leader in the charity organization movement and one
who would become an early theorist of the social work profession, the activity of the visitor was
relational in nature.
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It [i.e., friendly visiting] is not wise measures of relief; it is not finding employment; it is
not getting the children in school or training them for work; it is not improving sanitary
arrangements and caring for the sick; it is not teaching cleanliness or economical cooking
or buying; it is not enforcing habits of thrift or encouraging healthful recreations …
Friendly visiting means intimate and continuous knowledge of and sympathy with a poor
family’s joys, sorrows, opinions, feelings, and entire outlook upon life (Richmond, 1903,
p. 180).
Certainly, it was routine for the visitor to assist with many of these tasks, and Richmond would
not have suggested otherwise. However, Richmond’s statement emphasized the primary task of
the visitor: the establishment of what has come to be known as the therapeutic relationship. It is
by means of friendliness that the supplicant was assisted to better his or her life and avoid the
“curse of pauperism” (Paine, Jr., 1880, p. 14).
For much of this period, poverty was understood to be the result of indolence or bad
character. However, by the end of this period, Richmond and others in the charity organization
movement had adopted a more nuanced perspective on poverty, one that distinguished between
the actions of the individual and societal factors outside of one’s control (Lubove, 1969). Yet,
despite their understanding of poverty, the provision of material assistance was not central to the
visitor’s role and activity.
Temporary relief is not the work of this Society –it is but an incident thereto, available
only when other sources of relief are not to be found and applied. The object sought is the
permanent redemption and recovery of the poor from their poverty and debasement –not
alleviation, but cure– not help to live in poverty, but a strong hand to lift the poor out of
poverty by their own otherwise undeveloped or unemployed resources (Second annual
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report of the board of directors of the Philadelphia Society of Organizing Charity, 1879,
p. 9-10).
The efforts and approach of the friendly visitor were considered a progressive and effective
response to the overwhelming need of the day. While the visitor was to “make sure that health
and home are as well as may be,” the fundamental duty of the visitor, according to Robert Treat
Paine, Jr., President of the Associated Charites of Boston, was to “make sure that children do not
grow up paupers” (1880, p. 15). Despite the visitor’s efforts to discourage the spread of
pauperism and its obvious function as “an instrument of urban social control for the conservative
middle class,” some of the activities of the visitor –such as establishing a therapeutic relationship
and attending to the individual’s “health and home”– would be recognized today as the domain
of social work (Lubove, 1969, p. 5). Thus, the friendly visitor represents an important and
influential evolutionary stage in the role of the social worker.
The Case Worker
Well before social service providers assembled collectively under the banner of social
work, many helping professionals were developing a methodology that would become an early
hallmark of the social work profession. At the turn of the twentieth century, as social service
sought to enhance its professionalization and graduate from the role and activity of the friendly
visitor, the case worker and social case work were created. Independent efforts introduced case
workers throughout the social service landscape and developed specialties in a variety of practice
areas such as medicine, mental illness, and education (Lubove, 1969).
Psychiatry
In 1905, Richard Clarke Cabot incorporated the use of case work in his treatment of
patients at the Massachusetts General Hospital (Lubove, 1969). As medical case work
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developed, the case worker –initially a nurse– was known by a variety of names: social worker,
social assistant, and home visitor (Cabot, 1919; Lubove, 1969). According to Cabot, the activity
of the case worker was “to complete my diagnosis through more careful study of the patient's
malady and economic situation, to carry out my treatment through organizing the resources of
the community, the charity of the benevolent, [and] the forces of different agencies” (Cabot, p.
xxv, 1919).
Just as case work was enhancing medical practice, psychiatrist Adolf Meyer was
introducing aspects of case work into behavioral health treatment. As the director of Pathology
for the Pathological Institute of the New York State Hospital Service (1902-1910), Meyer
introduced innovative perspectives and methods in the care and treatment of those living with
mental illness (Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica, 2019). Deviating from the 19th Century
understanding of insanity, Meyer adopted Emil Kraepelin’s clinically descriptive concepts of
mental illness and considered multiple causes for mental disorder (Lubove, 1969). To help
enhance the treatment of his patients, Meyer developed a biopsychological case work method.
Meyers believed …
… that social factors could weigh heavily in the genesis of psychiatric problems, and that
social forces could be brought to bear to improve the chances of patients getting and
staying well … He encouraged [his residents] to consider what the patient’s personal
strengths and social assets were in developing a treatment plan.” (Johns Hopkins
Medicine, 2020)
With the help of his wife, Mary Potter Brooks, one of the first psychiatric social workers who
visited the families of his patients, Meyer was able to build a more comprehensive understanding
of each patient’s experience (Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica, 2019; Lubove, 1969).
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Education
Developed in 1906 as an exterior educational support, and formally integrated into the
school system in 1913, the visiting teacher or home and school visitor employed social case
work and an environmental perspective (Allen-Meares, 2013; Lubove, 1969). The visiting
teacher investigated the student in the “home and school” and determined if the student’s
problem was the result of “maladjustment in scholarship” (e.g., due to “subnormality,”
“retardation,” or “precocity”), “adverse home conditions” (e.g., due to poverty, immorality, or
cruelty), “irregular attendance,” or “misconduct” (e.g., moral offenses) (Public Education
Association of the City of New York, 1923, p. 25). The visiting teachers facilitated the remedy
of conditions through such measures as personal influence, cooperation with outside agencies,
financial assistance, and changes in the educational experience (i.e., change of school or class,
promotion or demotion, etc.) (Public Education Association of the City of New York, 1923).
While some visiting teachers were referred to as social workers, it remains unknown if this was
due to the visiting teacher’s use of a social work methodology or to distinguish this worker as a
representative of a new profession.
Formalized Training
In 1917, Mary Richmond published Social Diagnosis. This work, widely regarded as the
first manual of social work theory and practice, helped to structure and refine the method of case
work, the primary activity of social work at this time (Longres, 2013). Despite this innovation,
case workers who worked outside of institutions like hospitals and schools struggled to establish
a unique professional role, activity, and knowledge base (Lubove, 1969). To increase the case
worker’s skill acquisition as well as to satisfy concerns regarding professionalization, schools of
social work were established (Lubove, 1969). The first school –the School of Applied
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Philanthropy– was founded in 1898 and renamed the New York School of Social Work in 1919
(Stuart, 2019). Other schools would follow, such as the National Catholic School of Social
Service in 1918 (The Catholic University of America, n.d.). While these training programs
enhanced the helping skills and knowledge base of their students, these schools and other
training programs were also a source controversy within the social service community as some
maintained that the untrained volunteer was as effective as the paid case worker or social worker.
Others, such as Simon Patten, disagreed: “Mere goodness must be replaced by efficiency and the
trained paid agent must replace the voluntary visitor who satisfies her curiosity at the expense of
those she meets” (Patten, 1908). For some, a salary had become a distinguishing feature of the
evolving social work role (Lubove, 1969).
The social worker’s role was born from the collective contributions of the settlement
worker, the friendly visitor, and the case worker. Devine observed that the activity of social
work “is necessarily fluid, and never in equilibrium. There is no institution or method which long
serves its purpose” (1922, p. 28). From the settlement house movement, the social worker
gained a mezzo and macro perspective, and learned that systemic change in the interest of social
justice was a critical function of social work activity. Breaking free from visitations laced with
moral encouragement, the social worker took with them the value of the personal relationship in
the helping process. From the case worker, the social worker appropriated their methodology
(i.e., social case work) as well as the consideration of the individual’s environment on the
person’s health, behavior, and circumstances (Cabot, 1919; Lubove, 1969). Clearly, social work
is adaptive and dynamic.
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The Social Worker
According to Devine, the precise time and circumstances in which the term social worker
was inaugurated “is difficult to say” (1922, p.16). While this term has been attributed to Simon
Patten, histories of social work written during the first years of the profession –such as American
Social Work in the Twentieth Century (1921), Social Work (1922), and Social Work in Light of
History (1922)– do not credit him, or any one individual for that matter. Devine (1922) recalls
that social worker, as well as the term social work, was introduced by speakers of the National
Conference of Charities and Correction before the term became used commonly in 1904 or 1905.
According to Specht and Courtney (1995), social work “started as the term ‘social works,’ used
in much the same way as the more religious term ‘good work’” (p. 21).
By 1917, when the National Conference changed its name, it became evident that a new
profession had been established from the collective efforts of disparate factions and
specializations (Stuart, 2019). Moreover, the transitions between the evolutionary roles of the
friendly visitor, case worker, and social worker were not discrete or definitive. Each of these
roles did not follow its former, engulfing the older role and activity like a Russian nesting doll.
In his history, Devine noted that “there is no sharp dividing line between the old and the new in
social work … nor is the new something essentially different from the old” (Devine & Brandt,
1921, p. 17). Consequently, the term social worker enjoyed a variety of meanings in the first
two decades of the 20th century (Devine & Brandt, 1921; Devine, 1922, Lubove, 1969;
Queen, 1922). Some used social worker as the new nomenclature of an established role. While
others used it to describe any helping professional in the charity organization movement. It was
used to describe the practitioner of a new methodology as well as the term affixed to the member
of a new profession.
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Many of the specialists (e.g., medical social service, visiting teachers or home and school
visitors, family social workers, etc.) who formed the profession of social work had explicit roles
that predated the profession itself. The same workers who created unique functions in medicine,
psychiatry, and education, etc., now struggled to separate themselves from the professions from
which they were born.
“They [e.g., medical social service, visiting teachers or home and school visitors, family
social workers, etc.] were not ordinarily thought of at that time as component parts of a
system [i.e., the social work profession]. They had originated at different periods and in
different ways, and the people engaged in them were more conscious of their affiliations
with the churches, or the state or the local government, or with the medical profession, or
with the sociologists and political scientists, than with one another [i.e., other social
workers]” (Devine, 1922, p. 15-16).
When these specialists became social workers, many workers retained their distinctive qualities
and roles. Consequently, even in the early days of this new profession as Devine observed, there
was a sense –though not quantified– that the worker’s identification with the profession of social
work was unstable, preferring instead the more constant or clearly defined roles provided by the
worker’s activity or the professional context within which that activity occurred. Clearly, the
phenomenon of this study is as old as the profession itself. By the end of the decade, many
social workers abandoned the settlement houses, the charity organizations, and the practice of
scientific casework for the promise and potential of psychiatry (Specht & Courtney, (1995).
“Psychiatry became [social work’s] guiding paradigm because social workers had nothing better
they could do in the way of intervention to deal with their cases (Specht & Courtney, 1995, 21).

Who Do We Think We Are?

23

Professionalization (1917-1960s)
Just as the profession may be responsible for social work’s murky conception (Larkin,
2005), the worker’s role has been obscured ironically by the profession’s attempts to capture it.
During its first century, social work vacillated between the extremes of the big tent, under which
the kinship with various specializations and social service providers was acknowledged, and a
more restrictive understandings in which only specific social work education, degrees, and
licenses could certify the social worker.
Throughout its first century, the profession made several attempts to resolve a
fundamental question: What constitutes a social worker? The answer to this question was related
directly to the profession’s process of professionalization. Initially, this question was considered
when the founding workers argued the distinctions between charity work from social work, or
the activity of the volunteer from that of the salaried worker. The question was resurrected once
again when schools of social work were established, and debates raged over the selection of
required courses and the inclusion of field experience in the social work curriculum. In the
1930s, when the Master of Social Work (MSW) became the standard degree of the social
worker, the question returned, as the profession sought to reconsider its relationship with
workers who held only baccalaureate degrees (Stuart, 2019). By the 1940s, the profession was –
once again – fragmented by specialization. The remedy was “a closing of the ranks” to merge
the seven specialized practitioner organizations, form the National Association of Social
Workers in 1955, and establishing membership for workers with master’s degrees only (Briggs,
1973, p. 5).
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Classification and Reclassification
Beginning in the 1960s, and continuing through the 1980s, both federal and local
governments began to reclassify positions held exclusively by social workers. Initially, the
reclassification relaxed the requirement of an MSW degree. Eventually, however, persons
without a social work degree occupied many social service positions (Stuart, 2019). Over the
decades, social work witnessed the erosion of its domain, hemorrhaging jobs and ceded roles,
functions, and activities to other helping professions and professionals (De Hoyos & De
Hoyos, 1968; Deschin, 1968).
In 1974, NASW published Standards for Social Service Manpower (Alexander, 1975).
This document delineated a six-level social work classification. The top four levels were
reserved for those with social work degree: Social Work Fellow (doctorate in social work or
substantial filed experience and certification by the Academy of Certified Social Workers
[ACSW]), Certified Social Worker (certification by ACSW or state license), Graduate Social
Worker (master’s degree in social work), and Social Worker (baccalaureate degree in social
work). The remaining two levels were reserved for worker’s who may not have had social work
education: Social Service Technician (baccalaureate or associate of arts degree in a social service
discipline) and Social Service Aide (“Entry is based on an assessment of the individual’s
maturity, appropriate life experiences, motivation, and skills required by the specific task or
function”) (Alexander, 1975, p. 5). Essentially, this policy welcomed social services workers
into the big tent of the social work profession. Many of these workers had jobs once performed
by social workers but were abandoned by the profession as the role and activities of the worker
evolved (Lubove, 1969). Support for the NASW social work classification came from CSWE,
that suggested that both qualitative and quantitative gains would result from different
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classifications of personnel working collaboratively in the solving of problems (Brawley, 1980).
The endorsements of these six classifications seemed to confirm Elsebeth Kahn’s observation:
“A great deal of direct service does not require professional expertise … [and] some
differentiation on the basis of specialization and complexity of tasks seems unavoidable, though
hazardous” (Kahn, 1973, p. 36). The six-level classification was short-lived. As declassification
continued to erode social work’s domain throughout the 1970s, “lack of clarity about roles and
functions” among the six classifications of workers, and the state campaigns for title protection
and licensure established restrictive prerequisites for the licensed worker, the baccalaureate
social worker and paraprofessional found themselves –once again– outside the social work tent
(Brawley, 1980, p. 780).
Ironically, the definition of the social worker’s role and activity in many states is
determined by forces outside the profession altogether. In the qualitative research of Hill, et al.
(2017), the definition of the social worker, according to the statutes of the fifty states and the
District of Columbia, was analyzed and compared. Not only was there observed an absence of a
unifying and functional definition of the worker’s role, but only 8 percent of the state statutes
incorporated aspects of macro social work practice into the description of the role or list of duties
(Hill et al., 2017). In addition, these statutes –sometimes created and/or administered by persons
outside of the profession– detail which jobs are to be occupied by social workers and what the
worker’s tasks shall be (Hill et al., 2017). Thus, the role of the social worker, primarily one that
is clinical in nature, is shaped largely by these statutes and state licensing boards, and not by a
universal definition of the worker or the considered and strategic action of the profession. Take,
for example, the Social Workers, Marriage and Family Therapists and Professional Counselors
Act of Pennsylvania (General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, 1987). While
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amended many times since its ratification on July 9, 1987, this act continues to provide the
official definitions of the roles and activities of, as well as title protection for licensed social
workers within the commonwealth. The definition of practice of clinical social work …
… rendering a service in which a special knowledge of social resources, human
personality and capabilities and therapeutic techniques is directed at helping people to
achieve adequate and productive personal, interpersonal and social adjustments in their
individual lives, in their families and in their community. The term includes person and
environment perspectives, systems theory and cognitive/behavioral theory, to the
assessment, diagnosis and treatment of psychosocial disability and impairment, including
mental and emotional disorders, developmental disabilities and substance abuse. The
term includes the application of social work methods and theory. (General Assembly
of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, 1987, section 3).
is not significantly dissimilar from the definition of practice of marriage and family therapy …
The professional application of psychotherapeutic and family systems theories and
techniques to the evaluation, assessment, diagnosis and treatment of mental and
emotional disorders, whether cognitive, affective or behavioral. The term includes the
evaluation and assessment of mental and emotional disorders in the context of significant
interpersonal relationships and the delivery of psychotherapeutic services to individuals,
couples, families and groups for the purpose of treating such disorders (General
Assembly of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, 1987, section 3).
Certainly, the inclusion of specific terms (e.g., person and environment perspective, systems
theory, the application of social work methods and theory, etc.) does seem to suggest that the
commonwealth is protecting the social domain. However, there is nothing in the act itself that
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requires a clinical social worker to reference in his or her practice social work perspectives,
theory, or methods. In addition, there is nothing that prohibits the marriage and family therapist
from using social work perspectives, theories, or methods exclusively. According to Thomas
Briggs,
In the search for functional specificity social work latched onto counseling as the very
“essence of practice” … Social work has been hard put to explain how its counseling
differs from others. It is evident that society cannot grant a monopoly on counseling to
this, or any other profession. And, unfortunately, social work has been unable to identify
any other area of exclusive expertise (Briggs, 1973, p. 10).
Fundamentally, this act restricts clinical practice to license-holders only and the appropriate use
of professional title (e.g., licensed clinical social worker). In the commonwealth of Pennsylvania
and other jurisdictions throughout the country, one, who is not a social worker, may perform
social work but may be restricted by law from calling themselves such.
The profession’s quest for definition and identification of its unique domain have been
driven – and occasionally obscured – by political, social, economic, and cultural issues, possibly
perceived at the time to be more consequential. Issues, such as specialization or generalist
practice, the inclusion or exclusion of other social service providers into the social work
profession, and the dominance of micro clinical practice and diminishment of macro practice,
have energized debates within the profession throughout the 20th Century. Yet, beneath it all,
one might argue that it is the divergent understandings of the nature of social work that is the
fundamental source of our challenges and the fuel to our threats.
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The Nature of Profession and Professional
According to Merriam-Webster, a profession is “a calling requiring specialized
knowledge and often long and intensive academic preparation; a principal calling, vocation, or
employment” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, n.d.a). Since social work’s inception, its status as a
profession has been questioned. Originally, the criticism came from Abraham Flexner. Flexner
(1915) maintained that a profession had specific qualities:
Professions are therefore intellectual and learned; they are in the next place definitely
practical. No profession can be merely academic and theoretic; the professional man must
have an absolutely definite and practical object… Each of the unmistakable
professions…possesses a technique capable of communication through an orderly and
highly specialized educational discipline… Professional activities are so definite, so
absorbing in interest, so rich in duties and responsibilities, that they completely engage
their votaries. (p. 7-8).
According to Flexner, social work possessed none of these qualities, at least not to the degree
that would warrant recognition as a profession. Yet Flexner (1915) didn’t consider banking,
pharmacy, nursing, or plumbing a profession as well, and – I suspect – many people today would
take issue with his elitist opinion. Clearly, social work’s professional status depends largely
upon the definition to which one subscribes. According to role theorist Bruce Biddle, a
profession is “an occupation whose roles involve interaction with human beings (clients), whose
performance is based on a long period of training and is accounted ‘expert,’ for which associated
roles tend to be performed in private, and for which an explicit code of conduct is set and
enforced by its members” (Biddle, 1979, p. 393). Because social work meets these criteria (i.e.,
social workers interacts with human clients; practitioners as trained; the role is multifaceted, with
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both public and private dimensions; and social work has an explicit and enforced code of
conduct) one can assume that Biddle would regard social work as a profession.
The debate over social work’s professional status will not be resolved in this dissertation.
However, for the purpose of this dissertation, I will adopt Biddle’s definition of profession and
recognize social work under that category as it meets the criteria.
The Social Worker: A Contemporary Perspectives
In their qualitative study, Brad Forenza and Caitlin Eckert (2018) sought to explore “the
lived experiences and professional identities of career social workers” (p. 18). After conducting
12 semi-structured interviews, themes were established. Respondents characterized social work
as an expansive profession (i.e., micro, mezzo, and macro practice), one that fills the “gaps in
essential areas” and operates from a “distinct social justice lens” (Forenza and Eckert, 2018, p.
20). While the establishment of these commonalities is important, the cohort was unable to
move beyond these constitutive qualities and identify a common understanding of social work or
its professional identity. Similarly, according to her account of the international deliberation
regarding the revision of the IFSW definition, Isadora Hare (2004) reported that the primary
activity of social work identified by the group was social change. However, the definition
process was challenged by the perspective that many workers experience social work, not a
unitary entity, but as a group of professions. Nino Rode (2017) found commonality in his
analysis of existing social work definitions, and thus characterized social work as a profession
engaged in “helping people affected by social problems, introducing social change to prevent or
ameliorate social problems, [and] improving quality or life” (e.g., eliminating or alleviating
oppression, etc.) (p. 73). However, Rode (2017) acknowledged that – while many definitions of
social work fail due to their over-inclusiveness – the profession needs a definition, one that is
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flexible, so that social work is able to “to delimit itself from other helping professions” (p. 73).
Caroline McGregor (2015) cautioned the profession, suggesting that the definition of social work
should not be relegated to “a special elusive mix of skills that together somehow make it [social
work] unique” (p. 1640-1641). Our understanding of the role and activity of social work,
McGregor (2015) maintained, must be informed by our history, “both achievements and failures,
some reasons to be ashamed and other reasons to be proud” (p. 1639).
The profession, according to Hare (2004), is better understood as a collection of social
work specialties. The porous boundaries that have allowed for liberal access and professional
flexibility may have facilitated the profession’s propensity for crossing professional boundaries
(Briggs, 1973; Meyer, 1969). Consequently, the understanding of social work held by those
outside the profession and their ability to distinguish the social work role and activity from that
of other helping professions may be compromised. In her study exploring the perceptions of
social work, Diane Zosky (2001) found that 80 percent of respondents (i.e., 220 non-social-work
undergraduate students) could not distinguish social work from psychology, and 70 percent
could not distinguish social work from sociology. More surprisingly, respondents who were
familiar with the profession were equally as inclined to associate social work with these other
disciplines. “Without a clear and precise definition that articulates the domain of social work
and the expertise of its practitioners,” Talia Zink maintains, “it is impossible for the profession to
defend its area of practice” (as cited in Rode, 2016, p. 65).
Recognizing the “wide disparities in values and practices” among social workers around
the world, Mel Gray and Jan Fook (2004) suggested that social workers should “think
philosophically” about universality rather than struggling to agree upon universal definitions and
standards for social work practice and education (p. 640). The philosophical nature of the
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problem and the several top-down attempts to define the profession may suggest to the
membership that the issue will remain chronic and unsolvable, and that there may be no
significant consequences for the profession’s ongoing reluctance to resolve its identity crisis.
Role theory may help explicate the critical function social work identity plays in the life of both
the individual social worker and the entire profession.
Conceptual Framework
Socialization into the social work profession is dependent upon the individual perceiving
that the role expectations are congruent with the expectations of membership (Robbins, et al.,
2006). If, however, there is incongruence, and the individual perceives their role as ambiguous,
a conflict with their role might occur. In this dissertation, role theory, the Gross, et al. (1966;
1958) paradigm of role conflict and resolution, and Fayol’s (1954) principle of the division of
work are used to help explore the phenomenon of social work identity, the importance of roles
with respect to social expectations and organizational order, and the problems that might ensue if
roles are ambiguous.
Role Theory
Formulated from the concurrent musings of multiple disciplines (i.e., social psychology,
sociology, anthropology) in the 1920s and 30s, role theory addresses the social parts – the roles,
identities – as well as the social context and individual response (Biddle, 1979). According to
Bruce Biddle, role theory’s use of a theatrical metaphor was deliberate.
If performances in the theater were differentiated and predictable because actors were
constrained to perform “parts” for which “scripts” were written, then it seemed
reasonable to believe that social behaviors in other contexts were also associated with
parts and scripts understood by social actors (Biddle, 1986, p. 68).
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As with every role –whether theatrical or social– the presence of clear definition, robust breadth,
uniqueness, and shared consensus serve to strengthen the role and enable its functions. It is these
key concepts that facilitate the exploration of social work identity.
Key Concepts
Breadth of role. Biddle defines breadth of role as the “range of characteristic behaviors”
associated with a given role (1979, p. 383). This study explores the breadth of each social
worker’s role, and how that breadth is similar to or may be differentiated from the breadth of
other helping professions or the roles these other helping professionals may occupy.
Centrality of identity. An identity is considered as central when it is defended by the
individual, when the identity is accompanied by related values and beliefs, and when the identity
significantly affects the individual’s behavior (Biddle, 1979). In this study, the strength of the
participant’s social work identity and the degree to which that identity is central to the worker is
explored.
Shared consensus. When two or more persons share expectations related to their
common role, shared consensus occurs (Biddle, 1979). According to Biddle, “persons know what
they should do, and all persons in the system can be counted on to support those norms with
sanctions” (Biddle, 1986, p. 76). Shared consensus –such as a group of social workers
identifying and agreeing upon a constitutive quality of their common role, for example–
enhances group cohesion, group functioning, and is more frequently observed in “longer lasting
groups” (Biddle, 1986, p. 77).
Uniqueness of role. Uniqueness is understood as those aspects which constitute a role
and may differentiate that role from other roles (Biddle, 1979). This concept proved critical
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especially when considering the differentiation of the social role from that of other helping
professional who perform a similar task or activity.
Role ambiguity. Biddle describes role ambiguity as the absence of clarity in one’s role
when the role-related expectations are “incomplete or insufficient to guide behavior” (Biddle,
1979, p. 393). Consequently, the social worker who finds their social work role ill-defined may
experience role ambiguity. Since the expectations, acting as curbs on the streets, guide the
worker’s behavior and help the individual take on and main these roles, the absence of distinct
boundaries may invite the worker to assume more stable or clear roles just off the path.
Role conflict. The individual who is …
… subjected to conflicting pressures, will suffer stress, will have to resolve the problem
by adopting some form of coping behavior, and that the person and system will both be
disrupted. These ideas have given rise to the concept of role conflict, which is normally
defined as the congruent appearance of two or more incompatible expectations for the
behavior of the person (Biddle, 1986, p. 82).
Therefore, role conflict is a condition of “polarized dissensus” which results in problems for the
individual (Biddle, 1979, p. 394).
These concepts were used to explore and interpret the social work identity experienced
by each of the member of my subject group.
Role Conflict and Resolution
According to Biddle, expectations are “the major generators of roles” (Biddle, 1986, p.
69). However, if the individual experiences vague or conflictual expectations, the individual’s
role may also suffer. Role congruency occurs when there is no conflict between the role and
expectations, even if the individual occupies multiple roles (Gross, et al., 1958; Gross, et al.,
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1966). Conversely, role conflict occurs when the individual encounters expectations that are
incompatible or contradictory with their role, even if the individual is unaware of the conflict
itself (Gross, et al., 1958; Gross, et al., 1966). Sometimes the conflict is due to the individual
occupying two or more roles simultaneously (Gross, et al., 1958; Gross, et al., 1966).
According to role theorists Neal Gross, Alexander W. McEachern, and Ward S. Mason, the
individual’s perceptions of the expectations as either legitimate or illegitimate, as well as their
perception of the sanction for nonconformity to the expectations, places the individual into one
of three role conflict types (Gross, et al., 1958; Gross, et al., 1966).
The first type –or moral orientation– is motivated more by legitimacy or “the right of
others to hold their expectations” than by the sanction imposed for violating the expectations
(Gross, et al., 1966, p. 292). If the individual experienced conflict, they may be inclined to
resolve the conflict by conforming to the legitimate expectation, regardless of the sanctions
involved (Gross, et al., 1958; Gross, et al., 1966). If both expectations are perceived as
legitimate, the individual may attempt to accommodate each, if only in part (Gross, et al., 1958;
Gross, et al., 1966).
The second type –or expedient orientation– gives priority to the sanction that might result
in the violation of an expectation (Gross, et al., 1958; Gross, et al., 1966). This individual strives
to “minimize sanctions,” and in achieving that end, “will try to provide the best defense for
himself in view of the relative severity of the sanctions he feels others will apply to him for
nonconformity to their expectations” (Gross, et al., 1966, p. 293). It the individual is confronted
with two or sanctions because of two or more conflicting expectations, this individual will
conform to the expectation with the greater sanction (Gross, et al., 1958; Gross, et al., 1966).
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Finally, the third type is the moral-expedient orientation (Gross, et al., 1958; Gross, et al.,
1966). This individual does not give priority to either legitimacy or sanction but considers each
equally (Gross, et al., 1958; Gross, et al., 1966). In some conflictual situation, both the legitimate
expectation and the sanction influence the individual’s decision toward the same outcome
(Gross, et al., 1958; Gross, et al., 1966). In other words, “if the legitimacy dimension leads him
to the same behavior indicated by the sanctions dimension, no problem exists for him. Either
criterion leads him to the same behavior” (Gross, et al., 1966, p. 292-293).
This study will explore the individual’s understanding of social work identity as well as
the degree to which that identity may be differentiated from the identities of other helping
professionals. The role conflict and resolution paradigm of Gross, et al. were used to help
determine the predominant conflict resolution orientation of the participant, that they employed
to navigate the workplace and respond to legitimacy –and reward— or sanction.
Fayol’s Division of Work
In 1916, Henri Fayol, a French industrialist, published Administration Industrielle et
Générale, sharing with the world his theory of organizational management (Wren, et al., 2002).
The impact of Fayol’s beyond France did not occur until the late 1940s, when an English
translation of this work became available, thirty years after the French publication and twenty
years after the author’s death (Wren, et al., 2002).
Central to Fayol’s theory were a series of administrative principles, the first of which is
the division of work. According to Fayol, the fundamental of this objective of this principle is to
enhance the effectiveness of the organization through specialization (Fayol, 1954). Essentially,
the specialization of the worker “permits the reduction in the number of objects to which
attention and effort must be directed” (Fayol, 1954, p. 20). More than utilitarian in its approach,
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Fayol acknowledged that progress itself was inconceivable without specialization such as that
provided by the “learned” and “artists” (Fayol, 1954, p. 20).
Fayol’s division of work applies to the phenomenon in question in three respects. The
principle suggests that 1) roles are necessary, 2) specialization promotes the good order of the
organization, and 3) disorder may ensue when professional boundaries are violated. Roles are
essential for the worker to understand their function and activity (Fayol, 1954). Roles, like the
illustration of the curb used earlier, help the worker to remain on course and discourage the
worker from jumping the road, and causing chaos within the organization. Certainly, the social
work profession does not have the structure or rigidity of one of Fayol’s factories. Yet, Fayol
might suggest that the specialization of the social work role and its differentiation from other
helping professions are essential for the efficacy of the profession as they help to ensure
sustainability of profession’s commercial value.
Gaps in the Research
In researching social work identity or social work role, one encounters many gaps. The
profession excels in the study of phenomena that affects the lives of the people we serve (e.g.,
issues of behavioral health, the effects of poverty, etc.). However, the profession has not been as
diligent in the study of itself. In 1995, Specht and Courtney observed that …
Some professionals are engaged in research to improve upon their profession’s
technology so that their colleagues will be able to do better whatever it is they currently
do. But little of this research is intended to revise the major premises and assumptions
upon which the profession’s practice is based” (p. 172).
In the years since that statement, not much has changed. This is especially true with social work
identity. While this phenomenon has been studied in the countries of Europe, as well as Canada,
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Australia, and other nations (Bartoş, 2015; Campanini, et al., 2012; Dickens, 2011; Freund, et al.,
2016; Harrison & Healy, 2015; Legood, et al., 2016; Long, et al., 2018; Moorhead, et al., 2016;
Van Robaeys, et al., 2016; Vandekinderen, et al., 2019; Wiles, 2018), this phenomenon is largely
neglected in the United States. Only a few articles were found authored by U.S. social workers,
such as Argüello, et al., (2018), Forenza and Eckert (2018), and Zosky (2001). Knowing that the
American experience of social work does not mirror the experience of workers in other
countries, articles addressing social work identity or social work role, authored by social workers
from other countries were not used to comment or support on the phenomenon of this study. As
each country’s experience of social work is formed contextually, variations may result from
differences in governmental and/or social service and human service structures, differences of
culture and values, as well as to the roles and activities that might be unique to the country of
origin. Despite the absence of significant research into the American experience of social work
identity, this small dissertation study may serve as a model for future exploration that is both
more comprehensive and rigorous and bring more clarity to this important topic.
Conclusion
Many of the profession’s current concerns rouse the ghosts of our past. Professional
helpers, who assumed roles and activities once held by the social work profession, are now
excluded from that very profession and denied the title of social worker. Professional licenses
and certifications, now necessary to perform the activity of various social work specializations,
evidence a profession of sub-professions and challenge the notions of the “terminal degree” as
well as the widespread perspective of social work as a generalist practice. If social workers are
unable to grasp their unique role among the helping professions, they will be ill-equipped to
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assert their profession’s value and purpose to the health and wellbeing of the community, thus
inviting others to take their place.
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Methodology

While social work’s ambiguity has been noted by many social workers since the
profession’s start, these experiences have been largely anecdotal, and this subject has received
little attention in the literature. However, the application of the scientific method to the personal
experience of this phenomenon may provide greater insight into the experience’s nature and
scope. This study focuses on one aspect: the personal experience of social work identity.
The Aim of this Research
Building upon the research of Forenza and Eckert (2018), this study explored the essence
of social work identity. Phenomenological interviews, conducted with 22 social workers in the
field, diverse in education, practice area, and experience, highlighted parallels among the various
experiences, and advanced the exploration of the essence – or the essential, invariant structure
(Creswell & Poth, 2018) – of social work identity. The interviews investigated the presence of
role ambiguity and/or role conflict in the experience of each social work participant, as well as
their response orientation to conflict (i.e., expedient, moral, and moral-expedient) and the
possible effects of ambiguity (i.e., super and sub identities) on their understanding of their own
social work identity. Finally, participants considered the nature of social work itself and the
constitutive and unifying elements of the worker’s role and activity.
Research Questions
This study explored the following research questions: 1) What is the participant’s lived
experience of social work identity? and 2) how is this understanding of identity affected by role
ambiguity that might occur when the social worker performs an activity that is also performed by
non-social work helping professionals, or when the social worker’s employment role is not
restricted to social workers and may be occupied by other helping professionals? The answers to
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these questions may be used to substantiate the essence of social work identity as well as
identifying the unifying element(s) of the profession. In a modest way, such information may
enable the profession to identify areas of commonality, advise efforts to clarify and strengthen
the professional identities of workers, and expose areas requiring additional research.
Demographic information was collected from each participant This information included:
1) highest social work degree; 2) type of school of social work (; 3) social work licensure status;
4) NASW membership status; 5) social work practice area (i.e., child welfare, health care, mental
health, public program [e.g., public welfare, vocational rehabilitation, outreach and linkage, etc.],
and school social work); and, 6) years of social work practice. It was anticipated that an effect
might be observed among some of these variables, such as years of social work experience or
NASW affiliation. For example, one might expect that more years of social work practice might
positively related with a stronger social work identity. Yet, it is also possible that those with less
social work experience and greater proximity to the social work academe might report the
stronger identity.
Phenomenological Approach
A phenomenological approach, according to Englander (2020), “tries to explore the depth
in relation to the human, personal, and social world” (p. 56). Similarly, Albertazzi (2020)
suggests “phenomenology is the science of everyday experience … It aims to explain the
subjective dimensions of what we perceive, with evidence” (p. 6). Moustakas (1994) states that
“the method of reflection that occurs throughout the phenomenological approach provides a
logical, systematic, and coherent resource for the carrying out the analysis and synthesis needed
to arrive at essential descriptions of experience” (p. 47). Therefore, since this study addressed
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the personal experience and meaning of social work identity, the use of a phenomenological
approach was determined to be eminently appropriate.
In a study governed this approach, “perception is regarded as the primary source of
knowledge” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 52). Mining each participant’s perception of their personal
and lived experience of social work identity may lead to the identification of shared themes.
These themes may be rendered to construct “a description of the universal essence” of social
work identity (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 75).
According to Creswell and Poth (2018), central to the phenomenological study is its
focus on the phenomenon, characterized as “a single concept or idea,” such as social work
identity (p. 76). The use of a semi-structured interview –another key feature— explores the
shared experience of the phenomenon with each member of the study group. The “philosophical
discussions” of the individual’s subjective and objective experience of the phenomenon help to
expose its basic ideas (Creswell and Poth, 2018, p. 76). In the data analysis, themes may
emerge, and the researcher may be able to identify what was experienced and how it was
experienced (Creswell and Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994).
This study will utilize a semi-structured interview to explore the participants
understanding of their social work identities. According to DeHart (2020), the role of the
interviewer, employing a semi-structured interview in the phenomenological study, is to
facilitate the “interviewee in shaping the direction and nature of the interview” (p. 599). In other
words, the researcher should “follow the pathways of the interviewee’s responses” (DeHart,
2020, p. 599). Similarly, Englander (2020) suggests that the interview “follows the lived
experience of the research participant” and not a predetermined list of questions (p. 58).
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The interview is assisted by guiding questions and “meaningful prompts, that generates
complex, nuanced thoughts and descriptions of the phenomenon of interest” (Bearman, 2019, p.
4). The interview is a not a deposition, and the interviewee should not feel interrogated or baited
(Bearman, 2019). Rather, the questions guide the exploration in an honest, friendly, and
welcoming manner. According to Bearman (2019), “participants respond best when they are
enjoying themselves, do not feel threatened or defensive and are clear about what they are asked”
(p. 4).
The semi-structured interview should generate rich data, which Schultze and Avital
(2011) likening to rich soil, suggesting it to be “fertile and generative, capable of producing a
diversity of new ideas and insights” (p. 3). Creswell and Poth (2018) suggests the interview
enables the “textual and structural description of experiences” (p. 79). Even though these
experiences are “reconstructed,” as Bearman (2019) maintains, these accounts are the
participant’s perception of their experience (p. 4), and thus, they give dimension to the
phenomena’s essence, phenomenologically speaking. Though these accounts may stray from
historic accuracy, they remain true to the individual, affecting their lives and worldviews
(Bearman, 2019).
Sample
Because this study explored the participant’s lived experience of social work identity and
their understanding of how that identity is similar to or different from the roles of other helping
professionals, a sample comprised of social workers was required. This study employed a
maximum variation sampling strategy. According to Padgett, this strategy would enhance the
heterogeneity of the purposive sample (2017). This heterogeneity is evident most dramatically in
the workplace geography of the study participants.
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Inclusion Criteria
For this study, social worker was defined as a person who holds a baccalaureate or
master’s degree in social work and was employed in a position that was related fundamentally to
this degree. The participant need not be employed as social worker per se, as some social
workers may occupy positions that are not restricted to social workers exclusively, and thus the
activities of these positions may be performed by other helping professionals. Therefore,
inclusion in the study required: 1) the participant to have a baccalaureate and/or master’s degree
in social work, and 2) the participant’s degree is related fundamentally to her/his employed role.
Polkinghorne (1989, as cited in Creswell & Poth, 2018) suggests that phenomenological
research should include 5 to 25 participants. Originally, the target for the study sample was 20
participants. However, 22 viable candidates expressed interest, and all 22 candidates were
invited to participate. There were 3 additional candidates who contacted this researcher, but
these candidates were excluded because they no longer work in the field or because they are
acquainted with this researcher. In addition, any candidates who expressed interest in
participation after the completion of the first round of interviews were not invited to participate.
Recruitment
Participants for this study were solicited from the membership of several social work
Facebook groups. One of the Facebook groups selected, Berks Social Workers and Friends, is a
public group and membership is not screened. However, the other groups selected are private and
access to the page is managed. Therefore, membership in the group had to be secured first. The
topic and/or membership of all groups selected related exclusively to social work and its domain.
An advertisement (see Appendix B) for the study was posted on the following Facebook
pages: Berks Social Workers and Friends (public; 344 members); Kutztown University Social
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Workers (private; 273 members); Shippensburg University Social Work Programs Alumni
(public; 447 members); Social Workers and Advocates at Kutztown (private; 129 members);
Social Worker’s Group (private; 880 members); Social Workers of Lancaster County (private,
722 members); Social Workers of Philadelphia United (private; 1,808 members); and, Temple
University Harrisburg Alumni (public; 314 members).
While it was anticipated that the membership of some of these groups would be
characterized by the employment and/or residence of the members in or near certain eastern
counties of Pennsylvania, such as Berks, Lancaster, and Philadelphia, these Facebook groups
were chosen because of the significant size of their membership and the anticipated likelihood of
creating a sample specifically diverse in practice area. If the sample was restricted to those who
worked in Pennsylvania counties, I would have eliminated the Facebook group, Social Worker’s
Group, from the recruitment plan, as it is not affiliated with a Pennsylvania social work school or
a specific region, thus enjoying a membership that crosses Pennsylvania’s border. The diversity
of Pennsylvania counties represented in the sample was an accident and was not anticipated to
affect the transferability of the findings.
The advertisement instructed interested persons to contact this researcher by email.
Seventeen participants were recruited by way of these social work Facebook groups. In addition,
5 participants were referred to the study by a member of one of these Facebook groups. This
recruitment plan generated 22 viable candidates, and all were invited to participate in the study.
Other recruitment strategies were explored, including the solicitation of participants from
the workplaces of peers in the DSW program of Kutztown University, as well as the use of both
NASW membership lists and alumni lists from local schools of social work. It was anticipated
that the use of the NASW membership list would generate results that were skewed significantly
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and disproportionately toward a stronger social work identity. And alumni lists were excluded
when securing these lists proved significantly challenging. It was then that I settled upon the use
of social work Facebook groups, which provide convenient and immediate access to a large
group of social workers. It was believed that this sampling strategy was the best option for
constructing a diverse sample, even though this sample may suffer from some of the same bias as
the NASW membership list, and the participants membership to these online affinity groups is
indicative of their stronger social work identity.
Demographics
While all participants work in Pennsylvania, they do so in 17 counties, clustered in the
northwest, south central, and southeast regions (see Table1 and Figure 2). But there was not
significant variation found with highest social work degree, with social work licensure status,
and with NASW membership status (see Table 2). Additionally, the majority of participants
reported that their social work experience falls between 6 and 15 years, with 4 participants
reporting 4 years or fewer, and only 2 participants reporting 16-20 years of practice. There were
no participants with more than 20 years of social work experience. Yet, the domain of richest
diversity was found with the participants’ social work practice areas.
In the initial meeting with the participant –a conversation via telephone— the Subject
Demographic Form was completed (see Data Collection for a complete description of this
process). The form divided the anticipated practice areas into 5 categories: 1) clinical/psychiatric
social work; 2) medical/hospital social work; 3) macro social work; 4) school social work; and 5)
social/human service, such as child welfare, outreach, crisis, assisted care, etc. Two categories,
clinical/psychiatric social work and medical/hospital social work were renamed mental health
and health care respectively in Table 2 to reflect the names given these practice areas by the
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NASW (National Association of Social Workers, n.d.). While no participant reported macro
social work as their primary practice area, the final practice category, social/human service, was
a category assigned to 10 participants, occupying such diverse roles as income maintenance case
worker in public welfare, early reach coordinator with vocational rehabilitation, and independent
living coordinator in child welfare. During the data collection process, it had become apparent
that this category –labeled originally, social/human service— was too diverse and had become a
catchall for the majority. To help facilitate clarity, roles associated with child welfare were
removed from this category and reported separately. In addition, this practice area of
social/human services was renamed public support programs. Yet, even after these modest
adjustments, the practice area of public support programs remained significantly diverse in role
and activity, reflecting –perhaps— the occupational diversity of the profession and the persistent
challenge of identifying discrete and comprehensive categories of social work practice.
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Table 1
Pennsylvania Counties Served by Participating Social Workers
Pennsylvania
County
Philadelphia
Lancaster
Chester
York
Berks
Clinton
Lehigh
Dauphin
Cumberland
Lebanon
Perry
McKean
Warren
Elk
Potter
Forest
Cameron
a

County Population
as of 2020 b

County
in Square Miles b

(Population of counties, n.d.)

(Pennsylvania land area, 2010)

1,591,970
548,563
528,270
453,375
425,408
38,378
373,558
279,629
255,793
144,810
46,353
40,246
39,140
29,927
16,196
7,215
4,234

134.1
943.81
750.51
904.18
856.51
887.98
345.17
525.05
545.46
361.83
551.45
979.2
884.14
827.36
1,081.32
427.19
396.23

Locations of
Social Work Practice
of Participants a
5
3
2
2
3
1
1
1
4
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

Some participants indicated multiple counties as the site of their primary and current social

work practice.
b

The populations and land area in square miles are included for each county to provide a

rural/urban context to the location(s) of the social work practice of each study participant.
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Pennsylvania Counties Served by Participating Social Workers
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Table 2
Demographics

Highest Social Work Degree
School of Social Work

Degree

Number of Participants

BSW
MSW

1
21

School

Type

Number of
Participants

Bryn Mawr College
Kutztown University
of Pennsylvania
Lock Haven University
of Pennsylvania
Millersville University
of Pennsylvania
Monmouth University
Shippensburg University
of Pennsylvania
Temple University

Private
Public

1
3

Public

1

Public

1

Private
Public

1
4

Staterelated
Private
Private

6

University of Pennsylvania
Widener University

2
3

Number of Participants

Social Work License

Yes
No

(i.e., LSW, LCSW)

17
5
Number of Participants

NASW Membership

Yes
No

5
17

Area

Social Work Practice Area

Number of
Participants

Child Welfare
Health Care
Mental Health
Public Support Programs

3
4
6
7

(e.g., public welfare, vocational
rehabilitation, outreach and linkage, etc.)

School Social Work

2

Job Specified
as Exclusive to Social Work
(e.g., school social worker)

Job Not Specified
as Exclusive to Social Work
(e.g., case manager)

Number of Participants

Number of Participants

8

14
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Years

Number

1-5
6-10
11-15
16-20

4
8
8
2

Data Collection
The data of this study were collected by means of 22 60-minute interviews and 22 30minute follow-up sessions, according to the following procedure.
Consent for Participation
When the interested person contacted this researcher, expressing interest in participation,
their email was replied to with an expression of appreciation and an invitation to complete the
Consent for Participation (see Appendix C). If the person was willing to participate in the study,
the potential participant was instructed to 1) read the Consent for Participation, embedded in the
returned email; 2) click reply to the consent email, 3) type “I consent,” 4) type their name and
preferred phone number, and 5) send the email back to this researcher. When this step was
completed (i.e., the consent email has been received from the potential participant), an
appointment was scheduled to complete the Subject Demographic Form (see Appendix D).
Initial Contact and Demographics
The Subject Demographic Form was completed over the telephone, with answers dictated
to this researcher by the study participant. The form collected the following information: 1)
participant’s name, 2) preferred telephone number, 3), preferred email address, 4) highest social
work degree (i.e., BSW, MSW), 5) social work licensure status and type (i.e., LSW, LCSW); 6)
NASW membership status; 7) name and type (i.e., private, public) of educational institution from
which the highest degree was obtained; 8) current social work practice area (see Table 2); 9)
state, county, and zip code of the primary location of the current social work practice, 10)
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participant’s official job title of the current social work position, and finally, 11) total number of
years of social work practice.
The following demographics were not collected: the gender with which the individual
identified, the participant’s age, and the identified race(s) and ethnicity(ies) of the participants.
Age was excluded as I believed “total number of years of social work practice” was –in most
cases— an appropriate equivalent to age and less relevant to this study than the variable chosen.
Gender, race, and ethnicity were excluded from consideration because I was concerned that there
would be insufficient representation –due primarily to the complexity of these categories and the
need for multiple subcategories— to expose a potential relationships between a subcategory and
an emerging theme. However, future research should incorporate these categories.
The zip code(s) of the participant’s practice area was a difficult question for many
participants to answer, primarily because many practice areas spanned several zip codes
unknown to the participant. In addition, the social work activity of most participants was
performed –and in some instances, restricted to— the county and not the zip code. Therefore,
county is believed to be the most accurate and readily available unit to describe the geography of
practice activity.
The participant’s name and contact information (i.e., phone number and email address)
was collected for multiple reasons. Access to the participant’s email address enabled this
researcher to send the consent and Zoom links, as well as deliver the remuneration for
participation. Access to the participant’s phone number facilitated the completion of the Subject
Demographic Form, the scheduling of the interviews, and texting same-day reminders of the
scheduled interviews. And having access to the person’s name helped to establish rapport during
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the interviews, as well as allowed for the pairing of the Subject Demographic Form with the
recorded interviews and transcripts.
At the conclusion of initial phone session, the participant was scheduled for the first
interview, which was conducted by means of Zoom, and a link to that meeting was emailed
immediately to the participant.
Research Setting
Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews were conducted via Zoom. To
ensure that the participant has access to the research setting, it was essential for the participant to
have the requisite technological capacity (i.e., computer with a microphone and camera, internet
and sufficient bandwidth, etc.) and knowledge. The use of Zoom for the interviews was noted on
the advertisement posted on the Facebook pages.
The Zoom interviews were conducted from my home office. Efforts were made to ensure
that the lighting was appropriate and the background, neutral and free of distraction.
The Interview and Follow-up
At the scheduled time, the participant, who had been waiting in the Zoom waiting room,
was admitted into the meeting. This, the initial Zoom meeting, would be the first of two such
session. During the first 60-minute session, referred to at the interview, the participant explored
their understanding of social work identity by means of a semi-structured interview, assisted by
the set of core guiding questions (see Table 3). The second 30-minute session, referred to the
follow-up, and scheduled approximately one month after the interview, was designed as an
opportunity to perform member-checking, as well as ask additional question. The transcription
of the participant’s interview was read by the researcher before conducting the follow-up session.
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Excerpts of the interview and/or emergent themes related to the interview were shared with each
participant, who was invited to offer reflection, clarification, and/or additional material.
A few hours before the scheduled session, the participant received the following text
message: “A friendly reminder: Social work identity study, (day), (date), at (time).” At the start
of each session, the participant was reminded that the session would be recorded. This
researcher chose the option of recording to the cloud, thus enabling the Zoom transcription
feature. Video recording were available to view shortly after the session. Transcriptions of the
audio were available within 12 hours. Each participant was informed of the importance of the
video recording and audio transcription, as well as their anticipated uses. Any portions of the
interview or follow-up transcripts, that would be used in reports of this or future studies, will be
stripped of any identifying information (i.e., participant’s name, email address, and phone
number).
Within 24-hours of each of Zoom session, the participant received remuneration for their
participation in the study. After the interview, the participant received a $10 eGift card, and after
the follow-up, a $20 eGift card. Delaying the delivery of the larger amount to the participants
until the completion of the follow-up session may have helped to enhance the fidelity of the
participants. When the interviews began in early October 2020, the participant group consisted
of 22 participants. Two months later, when the follow-up interviews had concluded in early
December 2020, the sample had not experienced attrition.
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Table 3
Core Guiding Questions
Questions

Probes

What was it about social work that initially attracted
you?

journey to social work, constitutive
elements, unifying elements

How do you understand your social work identity?

social work identity, super, sub,
constitutive elements, unifying
elements, similarities/differences
with other helping professionals,
role ambiguity, role conflict

What is your understanding of your role or roles as a
helping professional? How do you organize and
prioritize these roles?

social work identity, super, sub,
constitutive elements, unifying
elements, similarities/differences
with other helping professionals,
role ambiguity, role conflict

Do you ever experience conflict between your social
work identity and these roles? How do you handle the
conflict?

role ambiguity, role conflict,
orientations (i.e., expedient, moral,
moral-expedient)

How do you understand your social work identity
similar or different from the professional identities of
other helping professionals, perhaps performing similar
tasks as you? How is the activity you do as a social
worker different from that of other helping professional
with who you work, who are performing the same task?

constitutive elements, unifying
elements, similarities/differences
with other helping professionals,
role ambiguity, role conflict

Please respond to this statement: My job description
was written by someone who has a good grasp of social
work and the role of the social worker.

role ambiguity, role conflict

What is social work? In your experience, what is/are the
constitutive element(s) of social work?

constitutive elements, unifying
elements, similarities/differences
with other helping professionals,
role ambiguity, role conflict
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Can social work be done by someone without a social
work degree?

constitutive elements,
similarities/differences with other
helping professionals, role
ambiguity, role conflict

Do your non-social work colleagues have a good grasp
of what social work is? Family/friends?

constitutive elements,
similarities/differences with other
helping professionals, role
ambiguity, role conflict

What are the implications if the understanding of social
work is unclear?

benefits and threats to ambiguity,
constitutive elements,
similarities/differences with other
helping professionals, role
ambiguity, role conflict

In your experience, are there essential features or
constitutive elements, unifying
characteristics of social workers that would be shared by elements, similarities/differences
all workers, regardless of practice area?
with other helping professionals
What about social work itself, are there things about
social work – qualities, perspectives, etc. – that would
be valued by all social workers, regardless of practice
area?

constitutive elements, unifying
elements, similarities/differences
with other helping professionals

What roles does social justice play? What does
advocacy entail?

constitutive elements, unifying
elements, similarities/differences
with other helping professionals

Internet Security and the Protection of Information
To enhance the security of the personal information shared during the course of the study,
the following protocol will be observed.
1. When not in use, hard-copy documents –such as the Consent for Participation and the
Subject Demographic Form— were stored in a locked drawer in my home office.
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2. Prior to the start of both the interview and follow-up sessions, the participant remained in
the Zoom waiting room until they were admitted by this researcher. The waiting room is
a Zoom security feature that serves to prevent the unwelcomed entry of other persons
(Harwell, 2020).
3. To enhance the security of the recording itself, the video files were maintained in the
university’s cloud storage.
4. Transcriptions and other digital files associated with this study were maintained on an
external hard drive and stored in a locked drawer in my home office.
5. The video recordings were shared with no other persons in the course of this study, as the
cleaning of the transcriptions, which often required multiple viewings of each video
recording, was facilitated by this researcher himself.
6. Recordings of the interviews and follow-up sessions will be maintained until the
completion of the study and destroyed on or before June 1, 2021.
Data Analysis
The first step of data analysis according to Padgett (2017) is the practice of bracketing
one’s personal experiences and beliefs. Prior to the collection of data, this researcher identified
his beliefs regarding the phenomenon and established protocols to better ensure the ongoing
bracketing of these beliefs. This protocol is addressed in more detail in the Reflexivity section.
The second step was to “read across” each of the interview transcripts to complete
horizontalization, and identify significant statements and themes (Padgett, 2017, p. 159). This
analysis employed a combination of both deductive and inductive approaches. When the coding
began, I was already well-acquainted with the data.
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The third step involved the cleaning of the data. The digital transcription files were
converted to WORD and the two files of each participant –the interview and follow-up—were
merged into one file, with clear demarcation of the source material for each session. If, during
the follow-up session, a participant had changed their perspective, it was easier to note if both
sessions were contained in one document.

Once the sessions were joined, the process of

cleaning the data began. This process included 1) removing unnecessary spacing and line
numbers, 2) adding nonverbals, such as pauses and emotional response, 3) correcting errors
found in the transcription (e.g., “maid” replaced “made”), and 4) eliminating judiciously words
or phrases, such as “um” and “know what I mean,” whenever these were used too frequently
and/or compromised the understanding of the participant’s narrative (Padgett, 2017). Throughout
this process, the researcher was guided by a fidelity to the participant’s understanding and
expression of their experience. Initially, cleaning of the merged file was done on a printed
hardcopy and corrections were transferred to the electronic file. During the phrase, memoing
was also done on the hardcopy of the transcript, noting emergent codes, linking phrases to
existing codes, as well as chronicling ideas and questions for consideration.
Coding
The file of each participant’s transcript (i.e., the married digital file of the interview and
follow-up transcripts) was imported into NVivo 12 Plus, a software program developed by QRS
International for the organization and analysis of qualitative data (QSR International, n.d.). Both
a-priori and emergent codes (see Table 4) were used in the analysis. Table 4 includes references
to the source materials that support these a-priori codes.
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Table 4
Code Book
Code

Type

activity dominant

Emergent

Advocacy

Emergent

Code of Ethics

Emergent

definition
beneficial

Emergent

definition not
beneficial

Emergent

definition of social
work
degree –
essential

Emergent

degree –
nonessential

Emergent

difficulty defining
social work

Emergent

breadth and
flexibility

Emergent

Emergent

Description
Orientation of the activity-role continuum in which the
social work role is understood in terms of activities
performed (e.g., I do social work).
Refers to anything related to the participant’s
understanding of the social work practice of advocacy.
Refers to anything related to the NASW Code of Ethics
(i.e., preamble, values, etc.).
Refers to the participant’s belief that an official definition
of social work would be helpful in providing clarity and
scope to social work’s domain.
Refers to the participant’s belief that an official definition
may not be beneficial (e.g., enhance understanding of
social worker in the general population).
Refers to the definition of social work provided by the
social work participant.
The perspective that a social work degree is essential to
perform social work and/or refer to oneself as a social
worker.
The perspective that others – who may not have a social
work degree or social work training – may be able to
perform social work or may be qualified (because of
various factors) to be referred to as a social worker.
The social work participant found defining social work
challenging and was unable to provide a definition of
social work that was materially different from the
understanding of the role and/or activity of another
helping professions.
1. The breadth of the social work profession is wide.
2. Flexibility to work in a variety of social work practice
areas was a primary factor in the individual’s choice of
social work over other helping professions.
2. The breadth of the profession and the flexibility to
work in a variety of social work practice areas is
perceived as a strength of the social work profession.
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journey –
accident
journey –
helping
journey –
identification

Emergent

levels of social
worker

Emergent

orientation –
expedient

A-priori

orientation –
moral

A-priori

orientation –
moral/expedient

A-priori

qualities of the
worker

Emergent

role ambiguity

A-priori

role conflict

A-priori

Emergent
Emergent
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Refer to the social worker’s accidental or unplanned path
to the profession.
Refers to the social worker’s desire to be a helper as a
significant reason for choosing social work.
The life experience (i.e., poverty, minority group status,
etc.) of the social worker served to motivate the worker to
enter a profession that would help others address similar
situations. Additionally, identification could refer to
significant formative experiences of helping or social
service involvement.
Refers to the participant’s believe that 1) a person –who
does not have a social work degree— may be considered
a social worker; 2) a person –who does not have a social
work degree, but has some social training— may be
considered a social worker; 3) a person –who has an
associate’s degree in social work— may be considered a
social worker; and/or 4) a person –who a bachelor’s
degree in social work— may be considered a social
worker.
When confronted by role conflict, the social worker gives
priority to sanctions (penalty) over legitimacy.
Source: Gross, et al., 1958; Gross, et al., 1966.
When confronted by role conflict, the social worker gives
priority to legitimacy over sanctions.
Source: Gross, et al., 1958; Gross, et al., 1966.
When confronted by role conflict, the social worker
considers legitimacy and sanctions equally, and
determines next steps on a case-by-case basis, either
conceding or maintaining integrity accordingly.
Source: Gross, et al., 1958; Gross, et al., 1966.
Refers to those qualities of the worker that are believed by
the participant to be universal characteristics of the social
worker.
The social worker is unable to distinguish the singularity
of their role or activity, or their role is perceived to be
similar to or the same as those performed by a helping
professional outside the social work profession.
Source: Biddle, 1979; Biddle, 1986.
The social worker experiences distress because of the
discordance between their understanding of the social
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role dominant

Emergent

social justice

Emergent

social work
identity
social work
specialization
identity

Emergent

Subordinate

Emergent

Super

Emergent

unifying factor

A-priori

Emergent
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work role and/or activity and that of the employment role
and duties.
Source: Biddle, 1979; Biddle, 1986.
Orientation of the activity-role continuum in which the
social work role is understood primarily as a role, and
largely unrelated to specific activities (e.g., I am a social
worker). Consequently, the social worker with this
orientation could perform the same activities as other
helping professionals, with the same competency, and not
experience significant role ambiguity. It is the role itself
that distinguishes the social worker from other helping
professionals.
Refers to anything related to the participant’s
understanding of social justice.
The participant reports that they identify as a social
worker.
The participant reports that they identity as a social work
but prefers the addition of a modifier to the title (e.g.,
clinical social worker, school social worker, etc.).
Additionally, this node refers to those instances in which
the role of social worker is itself a specialization.
The social work role is understood as subordinate to the
employment role or the social work role is an equal role
among many.
Source: Biddle, 1979; Biddle, 1986.
The social work role is the primary role. If there are other
roles, these roles may be understood as dimensions of the
social work role.
Source: Biddle, 1979; Biddle, 1986.
The individual considers this factor(s), characteristic(s),
or experience as a hallmark of the profession, one that
would be (or should be) recognized as such by a
consensus of social workers and may be found in most
workers and most social work practices, regardless of
practice area.
Source: Devine, 1922.

During the second phase of coding, certain codes, such as unifying factor, were found to
be too expansive. Consequently, these sections were recoded with new codes reflective of this
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concept’s component parts as identified by the participants. In addition, as themes began to
emerge, I created an analysis grid to track the shared experiences, such as role and activity
dominance. Additional coding and analysis occurred on hard copies of the interview transcripts.
Validation Strategies
Creswell and Poth (2018) advise the use of “at least two” validation strategies in
qualitative research (p. 259). This study employed four validation strategies: reflexivity,
triangulation, member checking, and intercoder agreement.
Reflexivity
In the reflexivity process, the researcher identifies the beliefs and biases they have about
the phenomenon that could affect the analysis and interpretation of data (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Padgett, 2017). According to DeHart (2020), the task and challenge of qualitative researcher is
the “balance of our own biases and lenses” so that we might “step into another's view to craft a
trustworthy account of the experience of another person” (p. 597). Data is collected, “not for the
purpose of imposing judgment but for the purpose of gathering the person’s words and feelings
in relation to the phenomenon” (DeHart, 2020, p. 599). Therefore, reflexivity is critical. This
strategy was accomplished by means of memoing and an ongoing process of bracketing.
Memoing. According to Padgett (2017), memoing is “the connective tissue binding
disparate activities and helping to coalesce decisions that propel the analysis forward to
conclusions. Memos inscribe thoughts, reactions, and linkages. They help to crystalize inchoate
hunches about what is going on in the data” (pp. 149-150). Groenewald (2004), who refers to
memos as field notes, categorizes these notes into four groups: observational notes (i.e.,
recording the researcher’s sensory experience of the event), theoretical notes (i.e., the
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researcher’s evolving process of the identification of meaning), methodological notes (i.e.,
process notes), and analytical notes (i.e., an end-of-day-summary of the process).
The process of memoing helped me organize my study, collect ideas, problem-solve, and
process my biases. My memos consisted of lists, observations, plans, ideas, and reminders. In
addition, notes were made on printed transcripts, and an analysis grid was used to track common
experiences among the participants and emerging themes. Memos were recorded on multiple
legal pads and on an external hard drive. These materials were stored in the same secured drawer
with the other study materials.
Reflexivity. I have worked as a social worker for 25 years, and in a variety of settings:
human service organizations, correctional facilities, counseling centers, psychiatric hospitals,
educational institutions, and child welfare. In addition, I have worked with clients challenged by
mental illness, chronic and/or stigmatizing disease, family or intimate partner discord,
discrimination, substance use, trauma, domestic and intimate partner violence, abuse and neglect,
intellectual and developmental disability, poverty, housing insecurity, and criminal justice
involvement. Throughout my career as a social worker, my identity has shifted. Sometimes I
identified specifically as a social worker, and sometimes my primary identity was dictated by my
specified employment role or responsibility. Because of this, I wondered if the capriciousness
and instability of my own social work identity is an experience shared by others as well. I
wondered if social workers gravitate towards the more established, recognizable, and/or welldefined roles of other helping professionals. I wondered how one’s social work identity revealed
common unifying elements of the profession. I wondered how an ill-defined professional
identity might contribute to an ill-defined profession and threaten the sustainability of social
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work itself. So that I might keep my biases from affecting the study, I observed the following
protocol:
1. During each interview, every effort was made to shield my biases from the participant,
and ask questions of them, constructed and vocalized in such a manner as to shield my
beliefs and present impartiality.
2. Throughout the study period, I memoed, focusing especially on my feelings and my
statements made during the interviews. In addition, I processed the findings of my
memoing with my dissertation chair.
3. I adjusted the interview process as needed so that the questions and procedure were freer
of bias.
4. I included the substance of my memoing in my dissertation.
Clearly, I have very specific beliefs regarding the meaning and breadth of social work,
and the role and activity of the worker. In addition, I have identified possible consequences
should the common understanding of social work, and the role and activity of the worker remain
obscure. I believe this phenomenon to be real and indicative of an existential crisis for the
profession. However, I have no interest in manipulating evidence to substantiate my beliefs. On
the contrary, I would be relieved if my concerns were unsubstantiated, and my experience of an
obscure social work identity was found to be uncommon.
Triangulation
Whenever possible, triangulation was employed. This strategy helped to establish
validity by corroborating the codes and themes found in the data of multiple participants
(Creswell & Poth, 2018).
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Member Checking
After the completion of the interviews, the participants were contacted to schedule the
follow-up or the member checking session. This session was conducted via Zoom and had a
duration of 30-minutes. During this session, the participant reviewed a summary of the
information shared in the original interview and provided confirmation, made clarifications
and/or corrections, as well as contributed supplemental information. This session, like the
interview before it, was recorded, and its transcript was married to that of the interview and
analyzed.
Intercoder Agreement
This study employed the use of an intercoder, who was a doctoral candidate in the DSW
program at Kutztown University and well acquainted with qualitative research methods. The
process for determining the degree of intercoder agreement occurred in the course of three
sessions and according to the following method.
During the first session, I introduced the coder to preliminary a-priori code book. Each
code was discussed and edits to the definitions were made as needed. As a result of this
discussion, several codes were eliminated due to ambiguity or redundancy.
During the second intercoder session, which occurred at the conclusion of the data
collection, the revised codebook was presented and discussed. There were no significant
changes made to the code book during this session. Finally, the coder was presented with two
transcripts, which she was to code using NVivo, prior to the third and final session.
Each transcript was approximately 30-35 double-spaced pages in length, and these
transcripts constituted approximately 10 percent of the data collected. Though Hodson (1999, as
cited in Campbell, et al., 2013) suggests an analysis sample of 10 percent, Campbell, et al.
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(2013) maintain that “there is little agreement as to how large a sample of texts is appropriate”
(p. 300). Therefore, it was decided that a 10 percent sample would be sufficient to determine the
degree of intercoder agreement.
The final session occurred two week later. To test intercoder agreement, I chose 15 units
(i.e., unit is a brief excerpt) from the two participant transcripts. In addition, units were chosen
from each of the major thematic areas. Each unit was discussed separately, and because this
confewrence was conducted via Zoom, each coder was able to share their screen, revealing the
transcript in NVivo, and revealing the codes assigned. The coding process of each unit was also
discussed. According to Kurasaki (2000), “intercoder reliability is calculated by examining the
degree to which coders agree across a fixed set of units” (p. 180). The codes assigned to each of
the 15 units by the coder and me were reviewed. The proportional agreement method
(Morrissey, 1974) was used and percentage of agreement (i.e., agreement between both coders)
was 86.6 percent (i.e. 0-100 scale, 100 = perfect agreement). Despite the potential for inaccuracy,
such as agreement occurring because of chance, especially when involving only two coders
(Campbell, et al., 2013), proportional agreement was chosen because it was believed to be the
easiest and most efficient means to qualifying the degree of agreement. Campbell, et al. (2013)
assert that “researchers should use whatever statistic is appropriate for their situation” (p. 310).
One area of disagreement related to the orientations to conflict and resolution (Gross, et
al., 1958; Gross, et al., 1966). It was posited that this discrepancy was due to the guest coder’s
insufficiently familiar with these theoretical constructs and their applications. Consequently,
these codes were not amended. The second area of disagreement referred to the distinctness of
three specific codes: constitutive factor of social work, definition of social work, and unifying
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factor. Because of their similarity, there were multiple instances of disagreement. As a result,
the codes were redefined.
Clearly, this process provided some reassurance that the codes enjoyed some degree of
reliability. However, this process was not as rigorous nor as structured as it should have been for
several reasons. First, this researcher became of aware of more rigorous methods for testing
intercoder reliability only after this step had already occurred. Second, I was determined to
make this process as brief and as unobtrusive as possible because I was reliant upon a volunteer
coder and her generosity. Third, a fundamental flaw in this study’s design is the absence of
multiple coders, a luxury that was not possible.
Conclusion
In this qualitative study, the experiences of social work identity were elucidated by means
of a semi-structured interview, utilizing a phenomenological approach. Twenty-two social
workers, from a variety of practice areas, with social work experience ranging from one to
twenty years, shared their experience of social work’s role and activity and their identity as a
practitioner. In the coding of the data, themes emerged that inform both the understandings of
social work identity for this group and further explorations of social work identity and its
implications for the profession.

Who Do We Think We Are?

67
Findings, Analysis and Synthesis

This study was mounted to enhance our understanding of the participants’ lived
experience of their social work identity. Additionally, and perhaps most importantly, this study
sought to better understand how these identities might be affected by role ambiguity. Frequently,
social workers are employed in positions that are not restricted exclusively to members of the
social work profession. Thus, these social workers find themselves working beside other helping
professionals, often sharing the same job title, the same job description, and performing the same
job activities.
To determine the answer to the research questions, each of the 22 social workers
participated in two semi-structured interviews. The transcripts of these interviews were coded,
using both a priori and emergent nodes. During analysis, two themes emerged. The first theme
provides a more comprehensive understanding of the characteristics of the social work identities
of these participants. Included in this theme is the orientation the participant adopts to address
and resolve the conflict that they experience in their workplaces or while navigating the
disparities between their social work identity and employment role. The second theme involves
the qualities and constitutive elements of social work itself, as each person’s understanding of
social work informs their understanding of their own identity, and vice versa.
Findings
Social Work Identity
During the interviews, the lived experience of social work identification was expressed in
a variety of manners. Textural descriptions of these findings ranged from simple declarations,
like yes or ah-huh, offered in response to identity inquiries to more descriptive and revelatory
statements. Below are a few examples of the latter.
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Social Worker, 17 years of experience: I definitely needed to be a social worker for my
job. But I think that I would have ended up doing that no matter what. Maybe I was a
social worker before I knew I was a social worker. I mean, that was kind of my
personality, which is what led me to it.

Social Worker, 4 years of experience: I do think that I was absolutely meant to do this
work … I realized that I needed a purpose in my life. I'm somebody who needs a purpose
to do anything. And social work very much filled that need for me. So, I think that's why
being a social worker is so rolled up in who I am, because it just hits so many facets of
who I am as an individual pre-MSW, pre-knowing anything about social work.

Social Worker, 12 years of experience: I definitely feel like a social worker, both in my
personal life and professionally. I think social work gave me a better sense of
empowerment to say something when it’s not as it could be … I think that's definitely
part of my social work identity, finding ways to speak up and be active in the community
… I love social work and its part of my identity.
While saturation was not achieved with this theme, the findings of this study do help to
illuminate an emerging essence of social work identity. The first subtheme of the social work
identity involves the similar paths these participants took to the profession.
Journey to Social Work
The structural description of the participant’s lived experience of their journey to the
social profession was marked by three common experiences: helper, identification, and accidents
(see Table 5). Prior to entering the profession, the participant desired to be a professional helper
or the activity of helping featured prominently in their choice of career. Textual descriptions of
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this lived experience often included the words help or helper, and the participant used these
words self-referentially. Additionally, the participant chose the profession because of some type
of identification. In other words, the participant was attracted to social work because the
professional activity resembled in some lived experience. In other words, some critical formative
experiences of helping –as a social worker might help— or lived experience of the participant
(i.e., growing up in poverty, personal experience of discrimination, etc.) and their subsequent
feelings of wanting to help others in the manner in which they were helped or should have been
helped. Finally, the journey to social work for many participants involved the lived experience
of some accident discovery of the profession, such as being unaware of social work prior to
entering college or graduate school.

Table 5
Journey to Social Work

Number of
Participants

Helper

Identification

Accident

20

14

19

Helper. The subtheme of helping was revealed in the course of the interview whenever
the participant used some variant or synonym of the word help. Below are examples of this
theme.
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: Thankfully, I'm one of those people that knew
what I wanted to do from a young age … I always wanted to be in a helping profession
… I've always been an empathetic, helping-type person. So, it wasn't a traumatic life
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event or even a positive experience with social worker that made me want to get into the
field.

Social Worker, 8 years of experience: When I was growing up, my parents were always
involved with helping people, and I think I just absorbed that. I always knew that I
wanted a profession in helping.

Social Worker, 11 years of experience: It all goes back to you're a social worker because
you wanted to be in a field where you help, you make a difference, and you make a
positive impact on those you work with, and those that you interact with on a daily basis.
The experience of or desire to help was a common lived experience in the journey to social work
for these participants. Furthermore, the experiencing of helping seems critical to the emerging
essence of this journey, the choice of the social work profession, and social work identity itself.
Identification. For the participant, their lived experience of their journey to the
profession often included identification. The structure of identification includes both critical life
experiences (i.e., growing up in poverty, holding minority group status, etc.), cited as the
motivation or justification for their choice of social work, and significant formative experiences
of helping or social service involvement (see Table 6). Below are a few examples of this theme.
Social Worker, 17 years of experience: I like learning about mental health. And as I
learned about it, I learned a little bit more about my growing up. My family had issues. It
helped explain a lot for me, and why things might have been the way they were for me.
So, I wanted to work with kids and teenagers … I felt strongly that they're good kids,
nice kids that have bad circumstances. Not bad kids.
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Social Worker, 11 years of experience: I had a grandmother that kind of led my calling to
social work. She was a volunteer for a long time in a food pantry, and my sister and I
would work with her. She sparked my interest and I learned this could be a career path
and not just a volunteer role. So, in high school, I settled on what I was going to do.
Social Worker, 1 year of experience: I was raised in poverty with a single mom … As a
child, I could have used a social worker, but I didn't have one. So, I've always been sort
of a leader and a helper most of my life … I thought I wanted to work with kids, and I
wanted to be a teacher, and that didn't really fit right. It didn't seem right. So, when I was
applying for colleges and I was looking at the majors and I was like, “Social work? What
is that?” So, I googled it. And here I am.
For the majority of the group reporting identification, their experience was not related to
personal hardship. Only one participant reported that their personal experience of poverty
influenced their identification with social work, and similarly, one participant reported minority
status. The remaining 12 participants cited significant formative experiences of helping or social
service involvement.

Who Do We Think We Are?

72

Table 6
Identification
Personal Experience a

Formative Experience b

Unknown c

2

12

8

Number of
Participants
a

Refers to the personal experience of poverty, minority group membership, etc.

b

Refers to significant formative experiences of helping or social service involvement.

c

Insufficient data was available to make a determination.

Accident. This subtheme refers to the participant’s lived experience of their perceived
accidental or unplanned path to the social work profession. The structural understanding of
accident included experiences such as the comprehensive unfamiliarity of social work prior to
the personal discovery of it; the absence of social work as a career option when in high school;
the serendipitous discovery of social work while changing majors in college; the embrace of
social work only after unsuccessful or unsatisfactory careers in other disciplines, etc. Examples
of this theme are included below.
Social Worker, 9 years of experience: When I first started college, I started in
occupational therapy … But I ended up switching my major over to social work, after
figuring out what options were available, what kind of things were interesting to me. I
had a rough background, just in terms of growing up. I grew up with what looked like on
the outside, a really good family –went to church every Sunday, really involved— but
behind closed doors, a lot of emotional abuse and those kinds of things. I knew what it
meant to hurt … I've always enjoy connecting with people, and working with people, and

Who Do We Think We Are?

73

helping them get through the situations they're in … So, social work became a natural
place to be for me.
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: So, I don't know if you've ever taken any –like a
quiz or a survey in elementary school— but I took one with a guidance counselor in third
or fourth grade, and it came back that I should be a social worker. I laughed and said: “I
don't want to do that.” But it was always in the back of my mind. I went to college to be a
communications major and I was taking literature classes. But on the side –the things
that I enjoyed doing— I was working with people with disabilities, working with kids,
tutoring, and doing all of these things. A good friend, who was a TSS worker, asked me
why I wasn’t studying social work because it seemed like something I would enjoy.
That's what changed my mind and got me into social work.

Social Worker 8 years of experience: The executive director encouraged me to explore
grad school programs. I was looking at public administration. And then I looked more
closely at social work, and social work really seem to blend a lot of the things that I was
interested in. It was blending social justice. It was blending the nonprofit aspects that I
really enjoyed, in terms of working with the community. I connected with – what I now
understand as— macro social work, the ability to advocate and to work with yourself and
other groups of people to make an impact on a larger scale. And I've also learned that you
can have a micro impact working with a single person or family.
The structural understanding of the emerging essence of the lived experience of the journey to
social work includes all three experiences: Desire to help, identification with the activity or
mission of social work, and an accidental discovery of the profession.
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Nature of the Role
The second subtheme of the social work identity involves the lived experience of the
social work role. The emerging structure of the social work role suggests the adoption of various
orientations and possible use of modifiers. The first set of orientations are super and
subordinate. Participants, whose lived experience suggests a super orientation, describe their
social work role as an overarching identity, and their many job roles were perceived to be facets
of this one identity. Textual understanding of this experience may be expressed in this manner: “I
don't think being a social worker is something you take off when you leave the office for the
day.” For participants, whose lived experience suggests a subordinate orientation, their social
work role may be subordinate to or equal in status to other professional roles. Thus, these
participants switched from the social work role to another professional role as determined by
their understanding of the situation and its expectations.
In addition to super and subordinate, the structural understanding of the participants’
lived experience of their social work role suggests that it may be perceived as either role
dominant or activity dominant. The participant, whose lived experience suggests role
dominance, may perceive their social work role as fundamental to their understanding of their
social work identity. Since their identity is not dependent upon a specific activity but on a role,
these participants who engaged in the same activity as other non-social work helping
professionals reported less role ambiguity or conflict. Textually, role dominance may be
described in a manner similar to this participant: “I think it's (i.e., being a social worker) an
innate thing I think. When I talk to people about social work, it's just one of those things that is
more who you are, than what you do.” Similarly, participants, whose lived experience of the
social work role may be understood as activity dominant, tend to perceive their identity as
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tethered to specific activities. Textually, this experience may be expressed in a manner similar to
this participant: “I think it's [i.e. social work] an action. I think that it's doing.” Consequently,
when social work activities are performed by non-social work helping professional, the activity
dominant participant may experience more significant role conflict and ambiguity than their role
dominant peers.
Finally, the structure of the lived experience of the social work role refers to modifiers,
used by participants to add nuance to their social work identity. For example, the textual
expression of the participant’s self-description included some attachment to the tile social worker
–such as school social worker or clinical social worker— that seemed to serve as an
enhancement of social worker. Sometimes, the modifier was the social degree itself. Thus, a
participant provide nuance the lived experience of their identity –and distinguish their activity
from other helping professionals— by asserting I am a social worker because of my social
worker degree. However, it seems that the type of modifier is secondary to the purpose it serves.
As was stated previously, saturation was not achieved for this theme. Thus, the emerging
essence of the lived experience of social work identity is one of both super and subordinate
orientations, role and activity dominance, as well as the use of modifiers to provide distinction
and enhancement.
Super Orientation. All of the participants reported having multiple employment roles.
The super orientation refers to the social worker’s perception that their social work role is the
primary role. The multiple roles related to the job title or description are understood as facets of
the social work role. Of the 22 participants, 14 participants reported experiences, behaviors, or
perceptions were consistent with the orientation super and were coded as such (see Table 7).
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Table 7
Orientations
Super and Subordinate
Number of Participants
Role-Activity Continuum
Number of Participants
a

Super

Subordinate

Unknown a

14

7

1

Role

Activity

Unknown a

14

7

1

Insufficient data was available to make a determination of the predominant orientation.

Excerpts from a few of the transcripts illustrate the participants’ experience of the super
orientation.
Social Worker, 4 years of experience: It's pretty intrinsic to who I am. I don't think being
a social worker is something you take off when you leave the office for the day. I don't
think it's the kind of profession that you can phone in, and if you are phoning in, then you
should find something else to do, because you have power over people's lives. When I
talk about myself, when I introduce myself in the work I do, I always say I'm a social
worker.

Michael Hassler: Are you saying that social work is alongside these other roles [i.e., roles
identified by the participant as related to the employment role]?
Social Worker, 8 years of experience: Social work is these roles [i.e., employment roles]
… Social work is who I am, and [job title] is my career choice.

Social Worker, 1 year of experience: I would say all of these roles [i.e., roles identified
by the participant as related to the employment role] come together to be a social worker.

Who Do We Think We Are?

77

I don't think that a social worker is another hat that I wear at work. I wear one hat and it
has many under-hats. And social worker is the top.
It should be noted that the use of the term orientation is not intended to suggest an immutable
trait. On the contrary, the essence of social work identity must be understood as emerging, and
the orientation applied is a label for the self-reported lived experience of a specific moment in
time.
Subordinate Orientation. This orientation refers to the social worker’s perception that
their social work role is subordinate to the employment role. The participant, who reported
experience characteristic of this orientation, has multiple employment roles. However, the social
work role is considered one role among many. Thus, the individual switches from one role to
another as if changing hats. Seven participants reported experiences, behaviors, or perceptions
that were coded with the orientation subordinate (see Table 6). Examples of this experience are
included below.
Social Worker, 8 years of experience: Currently, my own identity would be, it varies. My
primary role is [job title], serving as a bridge between consumers and providers.
Michael Hassler: Is that different from yourself as a social worker?
Social Worker, 8 years of experience: It is. It is. Only because it has to be, I guess.

Michael Hassler: Is social worker a role?
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: I would say, in therapy, I think that it is. To me,
it’s different than being a therapist. So, I would say social worker is a role.
Michael Hassler: Where does social worker fall among your roles?
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: Um, I guess that would be third. Probably third.
It’s up there on the list because I work with a lot of people who do have a lot of financial
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issues and not many supports. I think that I do a lot of social work with the people I see
currently.
Social Worker, 11 years of experience: It’s hard to explain my position because I have so
many hats. Some of them fall under a nursing role, some of them fall under the social
work role, and some of them have nothing to do with what social work is. So, it's hard to
describe the various roles that I have.
The experience of the subordinate orientation –like super, its antipode— seems discrete, without
gradation, and mutually exclusive. For the most part, the lived experience of each participant
may be associated with one of two orientation structures: either their multiple roles were facets
of the one social work role, or the role of social worker was one role among many.
Role Dominant. This orientation represents one end of the activity-role continuum (see
Table 7). Unlike super and subordinate, this experience provided by the participants of this
orientation –with its antipode, activity dominant— seems to exist on a continuum and enjoys
gradation. The modifier dominant is applied when the participant’s lived experience appears
more characteristic of one of the two antipodes.
The participant’s experience was labeled role dominant when the participant’s report of
their lived experience indicated that they understood social work as primarily a role and largely
unrelated to specific activities (e.g., I am a social worker). Examples of the participants’
experiences of this orientation are included below.
Social Worker, 8 years of experience: I think it's an innate thing I think. When I talk to
people about social work, it's just one of those things that is more who you are, than what
you do … I think you can train people on different perspectives on different approaches
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and things like that. But I don't think you can train people to have the gumption, the
hutzpah, the umph to push it through, and be able to do it, and do it effectively.

Social Worker, 9 years of experience: It's a role. You could be a volunteer doing
advocacy for people, but that doesn't make you a social worker.
Social Worker, 8 years of experience: I think it's [i.e., social work] the approach … it's a
personality piece; it’s a personal approach.
Because role dominant orientation perceives social work primarily as a role, the participant
reports less role conflict and ambiguity, especially when performing the same activities as other
non-social work helping professionals. Often, participants with this orientation identified the role
itself as that which distinguished social work activity from the similar or the same activity
conducted by non-social work helping professionals.
Activity Dominant. This orientation of the activity-role continuum was assigned to a
participant when their experience indicated that they understood social work primarily as
activities performed (see Table 7). In other words, the participant’s lived experience was found
to be consistent with this orientation, and the participant perceived social work activity as
fundamental to their social work identity. Textually, they are more included to express
themselves as doing social work. Examples of the participants’ experiences of this orientation
are included below.
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: Primarily, I think it [i.e., social work] is
connecting people to resources, empowering them in their choices and their goals. If their
goal is to be clean, then you would connect them to recovery resources. So, looking at
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what their goals are, their vision, and helping them connect to resources, and helping
them navigate the system, which can be a little overwhelming for people.

Social Worker, 11 years of experience: Social work is just the title of my job. In that that
role, I am required to do x, y, and z items.

Social Worker, 10 years of experience: I think it's [i.e. social work] an action. I think that
it's doing.
Though role and activity seem to exist on a continuum, it should not be assumed that dominant
orientations are static traits. In addition, common pairings were found to occur between the sets
of orientations (see Table 8). Twelve participants were paired with both super orientation and
role dominance. Five participants were paired with subordinate orientation and activity
dominance. Four participants experienced pairings that appear unusual: 2 participants assigned
to super orientation and activity dominance; and 2 participants assigned to subordinate
orientation and role dominance.

Table 8
Orientation Pairings

Number of
Pairings
a

Super
&
Role

Subordinate
&
Activity

Super
&
Activity

Subordinate
&
Role

Unknown a

12

5

2

2

1

Insufficient data was available to make a determination of the predominant orientations.
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Modifiers
A modifier refers to a specialization title as well as an experience, characteristic, position,
or possession that functions as an enhancer of the social work identity. In the lived experiences
of the participants, the modifier employed included specialization titles and the social work
degree.
Specialization Title. The participant’s experience was coded for specialization title
whenever the participant reported that they identified as a social worker but preferred the
addition of a modifier to their title (e.g., clinical social worker, school social worker, etc.). Eight
participants reported use of specialization titles (see Table 9). Examples of this experiences from
the interviews of the participants are included below.
Social Worker, 11 years of experience: I identify as a healthcare medical social worker.
It's a more specific field, I believe. If I'm talking to somebody and I say I'm a social
worker, usually the next question is: “Oh, what area do you work in because there's so
many varieties of it.” So, if I define myself as a medical or a healthcare social worker,
they know I work in the medical field. So, if they talk to me about children, related to
Children and Youth stuff, that's not something that I work with. I don't have complete
knowledge of that area. It would be out of my scope of practice.

Social Worker, 1 year of experience: I would identify myself as a mental health worker or
specifically psychiatric social worker.
Social Worker, 6 years of experience: I introduced myself, even in therapeutic settings –
you know, if they asked credentials— I'm a licensed clinical social worker.
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Fourteen participants reported that they identify primarily as a social worker and may not have
used a specialization title even if one were available (see Table 9).

Table 9
Modifier: Specialization Title

Number of
Participants

Use of Specialization Title a

Social Worker Only b

Works in a
Multidisciplinary
Environment c

8

14

14

a

Participant add a specialization modifier to their social work title (e.g., school social worker).

b

Participant does not add specialization, even if it is available, and refers to themselves as a

social worker.
c

Participant who does not add a specialization modifier and works in a multidisciplinary

environment.

Degree. Some participants cited the social work degree as that which distinguished them
from non-social work helping professionals. Examples of this experience are included below.
Social Worker, 8 years of experience: The one who has the degree is a social worker
because it takes the extra education and experience and license.

Social Worker, 11 years of experience: For those of us that went to school to be a social
worker, I went to school all those years to get that degree. So, the fact that somebody else
is calling themselves a social worker, and they didn't go through that schooling, is kind of
a kick in the gut to me, because I went through all that. I put in the effort.
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Social Worker, 6 years of experience: I went to school to get this degree … We can't call
ourselves social workers just because we're doing those pieces.
In addition to social work degree and specialization title, there may be other modifiers used by
the participants of this group, such as the social work Code of Ethics (e.g., we have the Code of
Ethics, etc.).
Ambiguity, Conflict, and Conflict Resolution
The fourth subtheme of the participant’s understanding of social work identity concerns
the effects of role ambiguity, role conflict, and the participant’s predominant conflict resolution
orientation.
Ambiguity. Whenever the social worker –in the report of their lived experience— was
unable to distinguish the singularity of their role or activity, or when the participant’s role was
perceived by them to be similar or identical to those performed by another helping professional
outside the social work profession, that experience was coded as role ambiguity. Examples of
role ambiguity from the experiences of the participants are included below.
Social Worker, 17 years of experience: I don't feel like I can identify a bunch of
differences there [i.e., distinguish social work from other helping professions] … I
personally like to assign a uniqueness to it [i.e., social work], but I don't know if it, if it
has it.

Michael Hassler: What makes therapy from a social worker different from therapy
provided by another therapist?
Social Worker, 9 years of experience: Basically nothing. I think the [client or consumer]
could be helped by either one of us.
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Social Worker, 12 years of experience: I feel like social workers are constantly
advocating and educating others on what we do. It definitely is a misunderstood
profession for sure.
While saturation was attained, ambiguity seems to play a significant role in the emerging essence
of social work identity for this group of participants.
Conflict. According to the emerging essence of the participant’s lived experience, role
conflict seems to occur when the social worker experiences distress due to a significant
disagreement between the worker’s understanding of their social work role and/or activity and
that of the employment role and/or duties (see Table 10). Textually, this experience was
expressed by participants in statements that acknowledged this type of conflict or described it.
The following excerpts exemplify the role conflict experienced by several participants.
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: I’ve felt this entire time that I'm in continuous
conflict because I'm doing exactly what the nurses are doing, which is discharge
planning. There's no really definitive use of my role or my skills as a social worker … I'm
kind of lumped in with the nurses … This has been my struggle in this job because I’m
always feeling frustrated that I'm not being a social worker.
Michael Hassler: Do you find that other person with whom you work – who are not social
workers— have a good grasp of what social work is?
Social Worker, 10 years of experience: No.
Michael Hassler: They do not?
Social Worker, 10 years of experience: They do not. And they decide based on what they
want to have happen.
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Social Worker, 12 years of experience: I have struggled a little bit –if I'm going to be
honest— with social work over the last 12 years. But I realized it is not social work that I
have a problem with; it’s the world's perspective of what social workers do that I have an
issue with. And I find myself in the last 12 years as a social worker, having to defend
what we do, against what a company or a school or a hospital feels we should be doing.
So, you know, my identity as a social worker has kind of ebbed and flowed. There was a
little bit of time where I was thinking, “Maybe I don't want to do social work anymore.” I
got tired of defending what we do and how we operate.
Michael Hassler: Do you think the administrators had an accurate or solid grasp of what
social work is?
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: I think they had (pause) simple answer, no. I think
they kind of understood what social workers do and they kept it very broad on purpose,
so the social workers could then have a hand in whatever it is that they needed us to have
our hand in.
Eleven participants reported that they believed that their social work role, and the duties
appropriate to that role, were incongruent with the employment role and/or the duties assigned to
them, as indicated by their job descriptions (see Table 11). This was especially true for those
participants employed in roles that were restricted to social workers. Without exception, persons
who were employed in a social work specific role experienced discordance with their job
description (see Table 12). Thus, role conflict seems to be a fundamental aspect of the emerging
essence of social work identity.
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Table 10
Participants Reporting Role Conflict

Number of Participants
Reporting Role Conflict
a

Yes

No

Unknown a

19

2

1

Insufficient data was available to make a determination.

Table 11
Agreement Between the Job Description and the Understanding of the Social Work Role and
Activity

Number of Participants
a

Congruence

Incongruence

Unknown a

9

11

2

Participant was not asked about their job description.

Table 12
Job Titles of Participants

Number of Participants

Social Work Specified

Social Work Not Specified

8

14

Conflict Resolution. The participant’s social work identity includes their understanding
of how they are to facilitate their social work role and do their social work activity. According to
the lived experience of participants, when there is discordance between the participant’s
understanding of their identity and the duties and expectations of the employment role, conflict
occurred. Consequently, the participant was forced to resolve the conflict is some fashion. The
three conflict resolution orientations –moral, expedient, and moral-expedient— that were
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proposed by the theoretical framework (i.e.,) and described by Gross, Mason, and McEachern
(1958; 1966), were also found in the participants’ lived experience of role conflict.
The orientations assigned to the participants of this study should not be understood as
static or even characteristic of the individual’s response to role conflict. However, the examples
of the participants’ lived experience of conflict resolution were self-reported, and the assigned
orientations were based exclusively on those reports.

Table 13
Predominant Conflict-resolution Orientation of Participants

Predominant orientation
of participants
a

Moral

Expedient

Moralexpedient

Unknown a

1

1

14

6

Insufficient data was available to make a determination.

Moral Orientation. When confronted by role conflict, the participant adopting the moral
orientation gives priority to legitimacy over sanctions. For example, a school social worker is
applying for a position at a middle school. The applicant is shown a job description with a list of
employment duties. However, one task requires the social worker to assist with student
discipline, a task the applicant believes is contrary to their social work identity. Role conflict
occurs because of the disagreement between her social work identity and the employment role.
So, the social worker considers her options, and the resulting reward (e.g. fidelity to social work
identity) or sanctions (e.g., compromise of identity to secure employment, disciplinary measures
for refusing to execute a portion of her job description, etc.). The participant adopting the moral
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orientation would resolve the conflict in a manner faithful to their social work identity. An
example of this resolution style is provided below.
Social Worker, 9 years of experience: I usually talk with my supervisor and advocate. I
have found that to be a very successful method. And very useful, especially when I go to
a supervisor and say, “Hey, why is it this way? You know, you're telling us to do it this
way. I'm noticing that as I try to do that, these are the issues that I'm running into. Is it
possible to make an adjustment or can we look at this from a different perspective?” In
my job –before this one— there were a number of times where it did result in policy
change within the agency, which was fabulous. I have not been at my current job long
enough to see outcomes of things that I have brought to their attention, but hopefully I do
in the future.
Among the group of 22 participants, 3 participants shared experiences that illustrated this
orientation’s response to role conflict. However, only one participant displayed a moral
orientation exclusively (see Table 13).
Expedient Orientation. When confronted by role conflict, the participant, adopting the
expedient orientation, gives priority to sanctions over legitimacy. The participant’s
understanding of their social role and activity conflicts with a duty or dimension of their
employment role, so adjustments are made to resolve the conflict. In the example provided
below, the expedient orientation is illustrated by the participant’s “compliance” to the system,
despite the action not being “best for the client.”
Social Worker, 3 years of experience: I come from a very clinical background for social
work, and with my job, a lot of it, sometimes its compliance, and you kind of have to do
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it, because if the court said it, it's mandated, and it's not always what's best for the client
or not always what's best for the family.
Only one participant’s conflict resolution style was labeled as primarily expedient. The conflict
resolution orientation for the majority of participants was moral-expedient.
Moral-Expedient Orientation. When confronted by role conflict, the social worker may
adopt the moral-expedient orientation. In this conflict resolution style, the social worker
considers legitimacy and sanctions equally, determines actions on the merits of each case, and
accommodates to the conflicting employment role or maintains integrity with the social identity
accordingly. Fourteen participants provided examples consistent with a moral-expedient
orientation (see Table 13). Three examples are provided.
Social Worker, 4 years of experience: I work in healthcare, and in America, healthcare is
a business. And I think –as a social worker— healthcare should not be a business.
Healthcare in a lot of ways is serving people just like social work is healing people,
supporting people. So I'm faced with decisions every single day that teeter that line
between, if I was a social worker and I was just a social worker and I had unlimited
resources and I could do whatever I wanted for my client, I would do this. But because I
live in reality, and I live in the real world, and I'm a manager, and I'm aware of the sort of
fiscal consequences of various decisions, and the administrative workings of the agency
I'm in, sometimes I have to make a different choice. I don't think making a different
choice is betraying my Social Work values. But it's maybe not going as far as I would
like to go if I didn't have those limits … So, what I've learned to do is pick my battles. I
think I've become really good at learning to see the situation from multiple angles and I
take a step back and I think about it. In the perfect world, I want this to happen. But we
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live in this world. So where can I meet in the middle where I'm still ethically … I feel
meeting my responsibilities and serving the client while also keeping the agency's
interests at heart. And that's a really difficult line to walk. I spend a lot of time thinking
about things. Luckily, my agency is not a high-pressure environment. So, I'm not often
forced to make a decision on the dime. And when there are times when something's really
eating at me, where I go home and it's still bugging me, or I think “Did we do the right
thing by Miss Jones or whoever?” I'll change my mind. I'm not afraid to change my
mind. I'm not afraid to say that wasn't the right choice. And I'm also not afraid to fight for
or fight against the agency. When I know they're wrong, or when I feel as a social
worker, they're not doing the right thing. And I've done that. I'm very comfortable to go
to my boss or my boss's boss and say, “Hey, this is not the right thing and here's why it's
not the right thing.”

Social Worker, 1 year of experience: I expressed all my concerns to her [i.e., supervisor].
And I said, “Well, what I would do, but I don’t think it is abuse, and I don't think this is
what the system is for. I think it's potentially really harmful to refer a family to a system,
if I don't think there's any harm being done, and it's going to judge them and put their
family in danger in this way.” And so, I brought it up to her, and her response was,
“Yeah, but it's always better to be safe than sorry.” And she was quite firm with that. So,
then I felt like I made my case, and she said, “No.”
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Michael Hassler: Are there times when you’re understanding of yourself as a social
worker conflicts with your employment role?
Social Worker, 8 years of experience: Um, I would say yes, there are times when the
caseworker is just supposed to quick, hurry up, and get it done. Push the paper along,
click the buttons, do all of the things. And for some people, that's the best thing that I can
do for them. They've provided everything that I need. And I can get everything done and
make sure that they get their medical assistance or their food stamps or any of that stuff.
And there are other times when I struggle with the fact that, I want to take more time with
someone, I want to have a conversation with them and explain something. And I think I
struggled with that. When I first was in this new role, it’s about finding that balance. And
I think that this is true for a lot of people. It's about finding the balance between being
efficient and productive and professional, with being empathetic and a good
communicator and someone who's providing as much support as they can, within the
constraints of the role. Because, obviously, in my professional role, I can only do so
much, like there's only certain programs that I work with and the only a certain amount of
information that I have. And I tried to balance that with the ability to make suggestions
about resources if I can. And even if I can do nothing else to just, sometimes people just
need to talk for a minute and tell you what's going on with their lives. And then, you just
say, “I hope you're having an okay day” and “it will get better.”
While saturation was not achieved with conflict resolution, it seems that the emerging essence of
social work identity for this group is inclination toward a moral expedient orientation. When
confronted by role conflict, sometime the social worker advocates and negotiates, and sometimes
the social worker acquiesces.
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Understanding of Social Work
Fundamental to the participant’s understanding of their social work identity is their
lived experience of social work itself. It is that understanding that constitutes the second theme.
Similar to social work identity, the essence of the participant’s understanding of social work
itself must be considered as emerging because saturation was not established. Nevertheless,
aspects of the essence may be described. Social work seems to be a thing which evades
definition. Textually, the participant might acknowledge that they know what social work isn’t,
but they struggled to state what it was, to provide an expansive and inclusive definition, speaking
to every area of social work practice. In addition, participants struggled to identify those
elements that differentiated their social work experience from that experience of other non-social
work helping profession who perform the same active as they. Even the unifying experiences of
social work –the qualities of worker such as compassion; and the lens or perspectives informed
by client’s strengths, systems, or environment— which were perceived to be common among
social workers, are not unique to the social work profession. Consequently, the emerging
essence of the understanding of social work for these participants is of an expansive and flexible
profession, one in which helping is the central activity. But this activity is indistinguishable, in
terms or role and activity, from the helping one might receive from other helping professions.
Difficult to Define
Many participants reported that they found the act of defining social work to be
challenging.
Social Worker, 17 years of experience: I don't know if I can define what social work is,
except it's what I do. It's so different for everybody, depending upon your role.
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Social Worker, 8 years of experience: I see the differences [between other helping
professions], but I don't know that I can pinpoint it.

Michael Hassler: I was wondering if you could provide me your understanding of what is
social work.
Social Worker, 1 year of experience: Social Work is supporting people in meeting their
needs and helping them achieve their goals.
Michael Hassler: It could be said that that was a definition for social service or even
behavioral health.
Social Worker, 1 year of experience: Yeah, I'm not sure that there is an overall distinction
for the field of social work that would fully separate it from either of those.
The participant’s lived experience of social work is especially important in two respects. First,
the participant’s understanding gives an insight into what they believe should be included in the
social work domain. And second, the person’s lived experience may provide an understanding
of that domain’s boundaries and aspects which distinguish social work from other helping
professions. Together, these lived experience give structure to the emerging essence of social
work for the participants of this group.
Working Definitions
Each participant was asked the following question: What is social work? In their
response, the participant was free to offer an official definition or construct a definition
themselves. With only one exception, each participant presented their working definition. A
working definition is one “that is chosen for an occasion and may not fully conform with
established or authoritative definitions. Not knowing of established definitions would be grounds
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for selecting or devising a working definition” (Definitions.net, n.d.). The working definition of
social work for each participant is included below.
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: Social work is connecting people to resources,
empowering them in their choices and their goals and helping them navigate the system,
which can be a little overwhelming for people.

Social Worker, 9 years of experience: Social work is all about empathy, empathy and
action … It’s about improving things, about changing things, about not leaving the status
quo, about pursuing the best life for everyone … It's not just a job. It's also about who we
are as individuals, and the way that we see the world. Whether that with our advocacy
glasses on. Or if it's our crisis response, kind of the way that we respond and interact with
people. As social workers, we're not going to respond and interact with people separately
from that lens.

Social Worker, 17 years of experience: I don't know if I can define what social work is,
except it's what I do. But it's so different for everybody, depending upon your role.

Social Worker, 4 years of experience: I think, social work is [pause] I'll give you my
mission statement for social work, my dream. Social Work is a helping profession that
focuses on serving people who are particularly oppressed or disadvantaged and focuses
on meeting those populations where they are, to serve the needs that they identify. Social
workers can do this through clinical therapeutic work. Social workers can do this through
case management. Social workers can do this through macro work, like policy or
lobbying. But essentially, I think social workers are helpers who are there to support
people when they need support.
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Social Worker, 8 years of experience: Social work, to me, is anything that kind of, I don't
want to say [pause] I guess we are a helper. I try not to use that word. Someone that
motivates people to help themselves is the definition I think of. We're not doing it. They
have to actually want the change. So, we are change agents because of the effect that we
have on them, but we get people to get there themselves.

Social Worker, 6 years of experience: A group of people with similar skill sets, who use
best practices, and collaborate with others to improve the quality of life for others.
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: Social Work [pause] I feel it’s a complex thing.
It's not just one thing. And it can be multiple different things. For me, social work is
definitely about advocacy and education. It's also about empowerment. It's about meeting
someone where they're at, and walking them through whatever, being by their side
through whatever that is … always having an open mind and being ready to address
things that are not being done the way they should be. Sticking up for other people. When
someone needs a voice, you either help them find the voice or be that voice for them until
they can be their own voice.

Social Worker, 8 years of experience: I think it's an innate thing. When I talk to people
about social work, it's just one of those things that is more who you are, than what you
do. Social Work is assisting individuals in maximizing their full capacity as humans …
It's more of a journey, like unlocking that potential for growth … It's much more
intimate. It's much more integrated … Um, a social worker [pause] I guess my definition
would be an individual that is able to help another individual or family actualize their full
potential within the restraints of whatever situation they are in. They can be a facilitator
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of change. They can be an educator. They can be a sounding board. The effect of social
work would be able to meet the needs of an individual, be it educationally,
therapeutically, providing ability to access resource, access to supports, and to
systemically be able to help facilitate change for people.

Social Worker, 10 years of experience: I wish that I knew the answer to that. Whatever
the person who wants something from you, wants it to be. I honestly don't know.
Obviously, not every social worker is coming at this from my perspective, or the
decisions I've made in my life, about what I do and don't have. But, honestly, I don't think
there's any one definition. And I think that people who are truly doing that work are
operating from a similar ethical yardstick, even though I know there are social workers
who definitively don't agree with me … Social work is so many different things, in so
many different ways in people's lives. It could be somebody who is taking their kids
away. It could be somebody who is reuniting them with their kids. It could be somebody
that's helping them get a coat. It could be someone who’s providing them 10 years of
trauma therapy. We are a totally scattered profession. That you’ve asked me what a social
worker was, and I can't answer that question. It's whatever somebody needs you to be.

Social Worker, 12 years of experience: It's working and doing things to help improve the
lives of people who may not have other people or ways to do that for themselves.

Social Worker, 12 years of experience: Social Work, so social work, I believe is a
profession where we help people. And that could mean many different things. But,
overall, social work is meant to help people better their life.
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Social Worker, 11 years of experience: Social Work to me, it's a role, but in a sense it
covers so many areas, and there's such a variety of fields associated with social work. It's
a helper role to help people access all these different services and fulfills needs, connects
people with what they need, be an emotional support sometimes.

Social Worker, 1 year of experience: Social Work is supporting people in meeting their
needs and helping them achieve their goals … Social Work is working towards social
welfare at an individual and community level.

Social Worker 12 years of experience: Social work is many different things: a lot of
advocating for people; linking people to resources; helping –obviously, a very big part—
helping people as much as you can, when you're able to; having empathy for other
people; providing therapy, at times as well. All those kinds of things.

Social Worker, 11 years of experience, second interview: Technically, it is the
professional activity of helping individuals, groups or communities to enhance or restore
the capacity for social functioning and create societal conditions favorable to that goal.

Social Worker, 9 years of experience: First and foremost, I think we're advocates for
people who can’t always advocate for themselves. Um, there's a lot of different types of
social work: therapy, medical social work, homelessness, child welfare. There are a
variety of ways that we can help people.

Social Worker, 3 years of experience: I think that social work is advocacy. I think social
work is being able to guide –and again, advocate— assist, counsel people that need it. It's
a helping profession.

Who Do We Think We Are?

98

Social Worker, 1 year of experience: I would use social work as a way to describe
encompassing an entire individual. Whether that be their history, their socioeconomic
history, you know, their medical history. Well, not just histories, but really,
encompassing the entire individual, instead of just something specific, whether that be
medical, psychiatric, whether that be, you know, just working with their brain. And, if
we're thinking of clinical therapy, making sure that we encompass the whole individual
and what they bring to the table. And something that you said right at the beginning of
the interview is that we're the experts of our own story or own –you know, who we are—
and I really feel like that idea embodies social work, in the sense that our consumers, our
clients, our patients, whatever we call them are the experts, and we're just there to guide
them through difficult situations that they might need extra assistance in. So, really for
me, social workers, social work is that whole piece, and bringing that whole piece
together.

Social Worker, 10 years of experience: I think it's the engagement. It's talking to people,
learning, and finding out what's needed, how we all relate to each other, how we're
different, how to build upon what we already have, and how to thrive… I think that social
work is part of every is part of every part of life. And I think there’s an understanding
that social workers just do certain things. But there's a wide variety of where social
workers fit in this world. I think that everyday things are what social workers do. Small
things make big impact. And I think that's what social work is.

Social Worker, 8 years of experience: A really broad topic. Just what I like about it. I
don't know that I have a specific definition. People define it in all sorts of ways. You
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know, Jane Addams described it as creating Hull House, and creating this place where
people could come, and they could seek support. Um, some people define social work as
the more micro aspects of it, where you're providing counseling, and you're providing
therapy, and you're helping people by using this particular method or that particular
method. There are so many ways to define social work. But I think, it goes back to that
structure of the Code of Ethics. The Code of Ethics takes all of those people and all of the
different professions that they work in and their different fields of interest, and it sort of
grounds them in a starting place.

Social Worker, 12 years of experience: Social work is basically a person that wants to
help other people but does it in a different method than traditional mental health
professionals. I consider it to be an evolving, growing, adaptable field. And I believe that
social workers actually provide a significant amount of the mental health support within
the country, because of the level of adaptability.
Social Worker, 6 years of experience: Social Work is a big term I feel. It’s advocating for
those who are unable to advocate for themselves. It's helping those who are in need. It's
helping those that are going through a tough time, especially where we're at in this world.
There's no shortage of people needing somebody to talk to, whether it's just to bounce
ideas off of; or whether it's true therapeutic, types of therapies; or I want to do this, but I
don't know how; or what can I do to fight for this right or fight for equality?... My
understanding of social work is that we're advocates of change. We are advocates of
justice. We are mental health providers. We are supports. We are resources. We kind of
do a large variety of different things.
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The fear that the definition would constrict the profession and place limits on its flexibility and
breadth was a concern for most participants, as illustrated by the two examples below.
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: With a broad paintbrush, it [i.e., official
definition] would allow people to better understand social work, and a definition might
give it more credibility as a profession.

Social Worker, 8 years of experience: I think that it could be helpful, but I think the
social work definition would have to be crafted in a way that doesn't exclude people. That
was one of the things that I was really drawn to, when it came to social work, was that it
was such a broad field, and the foundations that I was learning about, and getting an
understanding of and experiencing, that it could be applied in so many different places,
that I would never want a definition just say, “Well, social work would only be used to
these particular areas, because as we continue through the world and through the years,
society changes and the people change, and the needs of people change. And so, I think a
definition would be beneficial as long as it wasn't too rigid.
Several participants were asked if they thought an official definition would be beneficial for both
themselves and the profession. Nine participants believed an official definition would be
beneficial, while 6 participants reported that it would not (see Table 14). The position of 7
participants on this question is unknown because some participants were not asked the question,
or there was insufficient data for determination.
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Table 14
Official Definition

Number of Participants
a

Beneficial

Not Beneficial

Unknown a

9

6

7

Insufficient data was available to make a determination.

Twenty-one participants identified social work’s expansive professional domain (e.g., micro,
mezzo, and macro social work) as a constitutive quality of the profession. Some examples of
their understanding of social work’s flexibility and broadness are included below.
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: The fact that social work is so broad and open,
there's so many different things that you can do. You're not stuck with one thing …
That’s one of my favorite things about it. It's not like, you're a doctor and you have to do
these specific things.

Social Worker, 9 years of experience: It doesn't really like fit into a box. There are many
different things. We’re very flexible. We work with different types of populations. And,
like I said, we do many different types of things. And you can wear more than one hat,
most of the time.

Social Worker, 6 years of experience: So, after doing a little bit of research as to which
direction I wanted to go in the helping field, I landed on social work, just because I felt it
was the most versatile field. I could kind of go any direction I want with it, or even create
my own direction if I wanted to.
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According to the lived experience of these participants, social work’s broadness and flexibly
seems fundamental to be a significant aspect to the emerging essence of social work. However,
the participants reported the profession’s broadness and flexibility to be a two-edged sword.
Many participants reported that social work’s extensive professional reach allowed for increased
individuality and creativity in career choice, as well as the freedom to move from one area of
practice to another. This quality was viewed as exceptionally appealing and played a significant
role in attracting several participants to the social work profession. Yet, many reported that this
aspect was the primary source of perception of social work’s ambiguity by other helping
professions and the general public.
Unifying Elements
Inspired by Divine’s notion of the unifying element, each participant was asked if they
believed there was a unifying element(s) (e.g., a social work value, experience, perspective,
activity, etc.) that would be common to all social workers, regardless of practice area (Devine,
1922). According to the lived experience of the participants, the emerging essence of social
work included two unifying factors: personal qualities of the worker and the social work lens. In
addition, participants were asked to describe the roles, if any, that social justice, advocacy, and
the Code of Ethics play in their understandings of their social work identities.
Personal Qualities of the Worker. The personal qualities of the worker featured
prominently in the discussion of constitutive qualities of the social worker and social work’s
unifying element(s).
Social Worker, 4 years of experience: I think the dedication to clients and service,
absolutely, would be something social workers are into … And I think [pause] just the
caring. I had a supervisor who said, “You know, the most important thing in social work
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is the love part, and the love part is genuine caring for the human being in front of you
and that is something you cannot teach in social work school. That is not something that
you can train somebody in a job. That is just something you have, or you don't. Do you
care about the person sitting in your office? Do you want to help them, or are they just
another human being, another client? If you have a feeling that, “This is just my nine
o'clock,” social work is not for you.

Social Worker, 12 years of experience: I would say social workers are definitely tough.
We want to fight for things and fight for people we care about. Strong and resilient, for
sure.

Social Worker, 12 years of experience: Grit would be a big one. And adaptability and
passion. Every single social worker I've ever worked with has those three qualities.
Textually, descriptions of the unifying qualities of workers included compassionate, empathetic,
passionate, unbiased, and broadminded helpers, etc. However, the participants were unable to
distinguish the ways these attributes could be considered unique to the social work. Some
participants suggested that it was the combination of these qualities with other elements, such as
the social work lens, that converts common qualities of the helper into social work.
Social Work Lens. Many participants identified a value, theory, or perspective as their
choice for the unifying element. Some mentioned these collectively under the umbrella of social
work lens or social work perspective. Examples of this are included below.
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: They view people positively and not with
negative labels attached. They are able to recognize and respect struggles and the issues
that people are dealing with, rather than as society regards them –as the throw-away
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populations, like those who are homeless or addicted. There's a general consensus that
people are worthy and deserving of respect, regardless of whatever it is that you’re
struggling with currently.

Social Worker 17 years of experience: We need to support people where they are, not
where we think they need to be. You start where they are. I think that's social work 101,
right? You’re not supposed to create a situation where you're making somebody feel bad
about their life choices or lifestyle. That goes against the social work lens and that goes
against who I am. I think the social work lens is being able to step away from all the
things that might be judgmental and see the person where they're at and where they want
to go.

Social Worker, 12 years of experience: I think person-in-environment when I think of the
social work lens. You know, no one is in a vacuum. We exist in the world, in
communities and families, and all of these things impact who we are. I think having a
sense of integrity and optimism and positivity, and not just everything's rainbows and
butterflies, but acknowledging the good when it's there amongst everything else. Having
hope and really, really caring about the well-being of others.
Some participants cited the value of social justice or the activity of advocacy as fundamental to
social work and included these within the social work lens.
Social Justice. Similar to the definitions of social work, the participants’ understandings
of social justice ranged from nonjudgmental treatment of the client to a preferential option for
poor.
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Social Worker, 12 years of experience: For me, it's (i.e. social justice) more micro, like
how I speak about the patients to the nurses or doctors, trying to present them in a
positive light, trying to make them be seen as people. The way that people –who were
struggling with addiction— were treated, was really disconcerting. They were brushed
aside. They were treated rudely, and in ways that people who appeared to have money
would not be treated. That's where I'm at, trying to promote a sense of dignity and
awareness. They're struggling, and we need to connect them to resources, and they're
worthy of being connected to resources.

Social Worker, 17 years of experience: A passion for social justice in whatever area
they're working, that they would feel strongly about advocating for the group that they're
working with … When I meet other social workers, I tend to think that we get each other,
mostly in the sense, we are always fighting for the underdog. I feel that's a common
theme: social justice, trying to help people have better lives. I feel that's the essence of
social work.

Social Worker, 4 years of experience: In my personal life, I do social justice by practicing
what I preach. So, it's reflected in who I vote for, it's reflected in the causes I support,
both what I give my time to and what I contribute to financially. And then in my
professional life, I'm serving a population that is poor. The population I work with in my
agency is 98% black. They are all over the age of 58. And so, I make it a priority to learn
about the struggles of these various populations. It's really important to me that I keep
myself grounded. I learned about racism, sexism, ageism, and I do my own work on those
things to make sure I'm not causing harm to clients that are already a part of these
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oppressed populations. I think that's important. And then in my everyday life at the
agency … the staff that service those clients looks totally different, particularly as you
move up the management ladder and the pay scale. And so, it's important to me, when I'm
there every day, to be providing that kind of education or insight to my co-workers. I'm
advocating for policies within the agency that support my participants in healthy and
effective ways, and I’m getting to know the community I work in … Each neighborhood
has its own identity, its own struggles, its own drama, so to speak. So, I try to spend time
in that neighborhood, get to know that neighborhood, and contribute to that
neighborhood. I don't just come to my job and leave. I spend money at the businesses
there. The small businesses not Target. And I get to know what's going on in the
neighborhood.
Since each participant was asked about their lived experience of social justice specifically, it is
unknown how many participants would have referred to this value without this researcher
introducing the topic. While all the participants spoke about social justice, it is important to note
that only one used the word poor.
Advocacy. Like social justice, each participant was asked about the role this activity
plays, if any, in their understanding of their social work identity.
Social Worker, 4 years of experience: Advocacy is important. The reason I didn't list it is
because I feel that everything we do is advocacy … For example, when I think of capital
A advocacy, I think of signing petitions, going to protests, calling your city councilman
about issue X, Y, or Z. That's big advocacy. I think the things that social workers do
every day –for example, calling Social Security and being on hold for 45 minutes to get
an award letter to do a CAP [i.e., PECO's Customer Assistance Program] application for
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your clients— I think that's advocacy. I think calling a landlord to try and work out
something so that your person doesn't get evicted, I think that’s advocacy. I think fighting
with your team about giving a particular service or object or something to a participant is
advocacy. Advocacy runs through everything we do. Maybe it's just not as bold as some
of the other things.

Social Worker, 11 years of experience: I do believe that is our primary role is to advocate
for the person. If someone's going to make a choice I don’t agree with, maybe I’m not
advocating for that choice, I’m helping ensure a safe outcome by advocating for what
they want. I may not necessarily agree with it, but in the end, I'm going to try and ensure
a safe outcome for what the person has stated as their desire or what they want.

Social Worker, 9 years of experience: A lot of times, we work with people who are being
mistreated or need help speaking up for things. Like, where I work, they're coming to
me, but they might not be treated the right way by their medical providers, like they're
just being brushed off. And they might have a serious condition or a problem, but they’re
being labeled as difficult or a personality disorder or something. So, it really helps to
have somebody like us, who can guide them and support them, and go to the other
providers and say, “there’s a problem here.”
For some participants, advocacy is an activity rarely done. For other, however, advocacy is
social work. Because this topic was raised by this researcher in each of the interviews, it is
unknown how frequently advocacy would have been mentioned if the interview were structured
differently.
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Code of Ethics. Each participant was asked about the role the code of ethic plays, if any,
in their social work identity.
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: I think that [i.e., Code of Ethics] needs to be the
backbone of everything we do.

Social Worker, 8 years of experience: We have a certain set of ethics, like a Code of
Ethics, and bylaws that encourage and, to some extent, expect you to treat people in a
certain way. You have to treat them with dignity. You treat them [pause] you always
consider the worth of a person, no matter what their ethnicity or their language or origin
or race, or any of those kinds of things. I think helps to do some of the framing for social
work.

Social Worker, 12 years of experience: The first thing that popped in my head was the
Code of Ethics. Every single social worker –even if you don't always have it
memorized— that’s one thing that unifies us. It's our code of practice. Service, social
justice, integrity, dignity and worth of person. The Code of Ethics is the thing we stand
by, and it helps unite what we do, and how we do it, and why we do it.
For some, the Code of Ethics seems tangential, and they report that they consult it rarely. For
others, however, it is perceived as a unifying element. Additionally, some in this latter group
referred to the Code of Ethics as a unique feature of social work or a rarity within the human
service community.
Levels of Social Worker
For some, a constitutive quality of the social worker is the master’s degree. Others,
however, seemed comfortable with those holding a baccalaureate degree in social work referring
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to themselves as social workers. And several social workers maintained that a degree was not
essential to do social work. However, most participants reported that some training would be
essential for social workers at every level.
Michael Hassler: Do you think that someone can do social work without having a social
work degree?
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: Um, I would say [pause] probably. I couldn't do
nursing without a nursing degree. In theory, you could be a teacher. But how good of a
teacher are you going to be? So, I feel that having a social work degree equips me with
tools I need to do a better job. So, I could, in theory, do a social worker’s job. But I think
the degree gives me tools to be more successful, and hopefully, creating long term change
… I feel like it's beneficial to have both [i.e., “natural tools” and education], you know,
because it's like you can be super book smart, you know, and yet that doesn't give you, I
feel like sort of natural tools. I feel you have to have a certain mindset to be a social
worker. You have to care and view people worthy of respect and filled with dignity and
respect. So, I feel you have to have a baseline of [pause] born with skills, personality
skills. Book smarts never fully equip somebody to do their job well. You know, because
again you can study and get all A's, and yet not really have a clue to know how to really
interact with someone right. So, it's like okay you have this degree you know. And I
know that, particularly. When I was at the bachelor's level, some of those people that
were getting the degree weren't going to make the best social workers. But if you follow
all of their requirements, they will hand you that degree, and now you're a social worker.
But that doesn't mean you’re effective.
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Michael Hassler: So, can someone –who is not a social worker— do social work?
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: Yes.
Michael Hassler: So, can they call themselves a social worker, not having gone through
the education? Can they be considered in the social work family?
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: Yeah, I think so.
Michael Hassler: Is it possible to do social work without an education?
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: I think there are some people in the community
who are doing social work and they don't have the education. It's hard because [pause]
you learn so much and you learn about the Code of Ethics and all of that. But I also don't
want to exclude anyone because I know there are people who, for whatever reason,
couldn't go to school, couldn't get the college degree, but they started up their own little
community organization that's meeting the needs of people within their one mile radius.
They are essentially social workers They might be mentoring people and advocating for
people and connecting people to resources and doing all that. They don't have a degree.
Michael Hassler: Can a person who graduates with a bachelor’s in social work be a social
worker?
Social Worker, 8 years of experience: Um, I mean [pause] potentially [pause] If they are
decided to pursue something that [pause] Because, with a bachelor's degree, you also
have a certain amount of generalist content, because you have to take so many from
column A, so many from column B, so many from column C. So, you're graduating with
a bachelor's degree,

you could go work at a bank.

Michael Hassler: And you could work at the public welfare office.
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Social Worker, 8 years of experience: You can [laughter] You can also work in the public
welfare office.
Michael Hassler: So, if someone was a had a bachelor's in social work, and was using
empathy and advocacy and case management, and they were referencing their field
placement to do their job, would they be considered a social worker?
Social Worker, 8 years of experience: I mean, I think so. If they're following [pause]
Michael Hassler: You seem uncomfortable with that.
Social Worker, 8 years of experience: For someone who has a bachelor's degree in social
work to consider themselves a social worker, whereas I have a master's degree. Do you
mean that?
Michael Hassler: Yes.
Social Worker, 8 years of experience: No, I'm not uncomfortable with that. I mean, I
don't have any strong feelings about masters versus bachelor's degree or any of that kind
of stuff. I feel like those differences become more important, maybe in a different field.
Um, maybe in the therapy field. But I also think that a certain amount of the social work
experience has to do with the hands on. Like that's why field placement, I think, is really
helpful because it gives you an idea of what you do and do not like, and what you can and
can't do, and where your strengths are, areas where you are challenged and need to be
more supportive. But, no, someone with a bachelor's degree, who comes and works at the
public welfare office at the county assistance office, I would have no problem with them
considering themselves –or publicly being considered— a social worker, and I know in
Pennsylvania, people with a bachelor's degree can now get a license, which I think is
really great because it allows them to have that additional professional layer which so

Who Do We Think We Are?

112

many people [pause] It's a lot of work and to be able to have a professional license, it
shows the work that they've put in and allows them to use it to their benefit … I do think
that it's possible to practice social work without a degree, but, um [pause] I think the
profession and the person are enhanced by educational opportunities, just because it does
put more of a framework on it. But, um [pause] You know, we live in a world and in a
country where not everyone has the opportunity to go to college. We would like to think
that they do, but the reality is that not everybody does. And so, I think sometimes people
do find themselves working in social work type settings, where they are working with a
population, and they're interacting with professionals, and paraprofessionals, and they're
sort of learning social work through experience and not just through a book.
All the participants recognized the importance of training to be considered a social worker. Some
cited the degree itself as what distinguished them for other helping professionals. And others
referred to social work’s curricula as unique, even though some of areas of study are addressed
in the preparation of other helping professionals. Regardless of their perspective on the
educational qualifications of the worker, most participants cited their lived experience of social
work education as fundamental to the expansion of their worldview, the strengthening of their
helping skills, and as a constitutive feature of the emerging essence of social work.
Analysis and Synthesis
The analysis sand synthesis will consider the research, separated into four thematic
groupings: beginning with an accident, the nature of the identity, conflict, and the understanding
of social work.
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Beginning with an Accident
According to the participants of this study, their journey to the social work profession
included three experiences: 1) believing oneself to be a helper and desirous of participating in a
helping profession; 2) identification with the poor or marginalized because of their personal
experience and/or identification with the profession itself because of a significant formative
experiences of helping or social service involvement; and 3) the participant’s accidental or
unplanned path to the social work profession. Certainly, it is not surprising that persons who
believe themselves to be helpers, or persons who had significant formative experiences of
helping or social service involvement should find themselves in the social work profession. That
was the finding of Bradley, et al. (2012). Similarly, identification with the poor and
marginalized, one that is enhanced by the worker’s personal experience of woundedness, is a
phenomenon experienced by a significant number of social workers, according to the research of
Lyter (2008) and Thomas (2016). Yet, it was the predominance of the third characteristic –the
common experience of the social work career beginning with an accident— that was surprising.
Nineteen social workers reported that their journey to social work was the result of
happenstance. Some reported that their journey was impeded initially by misconceptions of the
profession, which served to prejudiced them against pursuing social work. Similarly, other
participants acknowledged that they were reluctant to go into the field because they believed
other helping professions (e.g., psychology, counseling, etc.) had distinct professional
boundaries, an activity and role that were easily accessible, and had garnered more societal
respect. Frequently, participants reported that personal intervention by a trusted person –the
advice of a friend, the suggestion of a teacher, and the recommendation of a supervisor, etc.—
served to challenge misinformation and prejudice, and encourage inquiry into social work, even
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if initially tentative. The journey of other participants seemed even more serendipitous: a
random elective, an option at the college when changing majors, a career attached to a workplace
education grant, etc. For these individuals, the discovery of their social work path seemed
entirely dependent upon being at the right place, at the right time.
Certainly, all academic disciplines have attracted membership through happenstance.
Further research is needed to determine if the experience of this small group resonates with the
larger social work experience. Should the experience of these participants prove to be more
common, it is in the best interest of the profession and schools of social work that educational
campaigns be mounted aggressively to better define social work, correct misinformation, and
foster excitement and passion for this noble career.
The Nature of Identity
Each of the 22 participants identified as a social worker. This was not surprising as all of
the participants were recruited from social work Facebook groups. Furthermore, members selfselect into theses affinity groups. Therefore, it seems unlikely that these social work Facebook
groups would have members who did not already identify as a social worker. Yet, identity was
not the same experience for all the participants. Some social workers adopted a super
orientation, while others perceived their social work role as one among many. Some social
workers were activity dominant, while others were role dominant, and could perform the same
task as other helping professionals, experiencing less role ambiguity. And some workers used
modifiers, perhaps as a means of adding gravitas to a role with less structure or esteem. While I
do not know why one social worker might adopt one orientation over another, or employ the use
of a modifier, I suspect that the answer lays with the person’s understanding of social work itself.
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The absence of clear definitions and boundaries encourages an idiosyncratic approach.
Take, for example, the supermarket Catholic, a term I learned when studying theology. This
expression refers to the process of selecting a few things from all of the items available. When
you leave the store, the 10 items in your basket may define the core of your experience. With
respect to social work, the absence of a clear and common understanding may inadvertently
invite workers to select a few items from the social work store and construct a working definition
themselves. Therefore, the manner in which a person perceives their role (e.g., super or
subordinate, etc.) may depend largely on how they understand social work. In addition, the
absence of clarity may encourage the worker to use the employment description as scaffold upon
which to build their social work identity.
The participants’ experiences of their roles, as well as their responses to both role
ambiguity and role conflict, were consistent with what might have been anticipated from role
theory and the role conflict resolution paradigm (Biddle, 1979; Biddle, 1986; Gross, et al., 1958;
Gross, et al., 1966). Additionally, Fayol’s first principle, the division of work, that emphasizes
specialization to enhance the efficiency of the worker, found resonance in the experience of
many study participants (Fayol, 1954). Some participants reported that the specialization they
brought to the workplace was not respected or given space, thus inhibiting their ability to
facilitate their role as they understood it.
Role Conflict
The experience of role conflict was nearly universal. Nineteen social workers reported
some degree of conflict, due to their experience of incongruity between one’s understanding of
their social work role and/or activity and the role, activity, or expectations described in the job
description or experienced in the workplace. The participant, whose dominant conflict resolution
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orientation was moral, experienced more agreement between her social work identity and her
employment role. In addition, she reported no discernable role conflict and a work environment
that valued and welcomed the participation of a social worker. If judging only by the workplace
experiences of the participants of this study, that sort of environment seems to be rare, and the
experience of role conflict, normative. Certainly, the overwhelming prevalence of role conflict
experienced by this group is alarming.
Initially, it was thought that this common experience of conflict might be associated with
the type of job position the worker chose. In other words, the role conflict may be the result of a
social worker assuming a human service or social service position that was not intended or
appropriate for a social worker. Thus, the conflict may be the result of not fitting into an
inappropriate employment choice. However, the same experience of role conflict was reported
by all 8 participants whose job title specifically stated social worker (e.g., school social worker)
and the employment positions that they occupied these participants were restricted to person
having a social work degree (see Table 2). Furthermore, there was no evidence that these
workers were occupying positions they believed to be outside of social work’s domain. Clearly,
each participant’s membership to a social work affinity group, the declaration made of their
social work identification, and the participants’ descriptions of their employment roles as social
work testifies to their collective belief that they are working as social workers, in social work
positions. Consider the example of Social Worker 01. This participant occupies a role that is
restricted to a social worker, and the job title – social work care manager— indicates this
restriction.
Social Worker, 12 years of experience: I’ve felt this entire time [i.e., from the time of her
hire] that I'm in continuous conflict because I'm doing exactly what the nurses are doing,
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which is discharge planning. There's no really definitive use of my role or my skills as a
social worker … I'm kind of lumped in with the nurses … This has been my struggle in
this job because I’m always feeling frustrated that I'm not being a social worker.
Despite the appearance of agreement between the employment title – social work care
manager— and the personal understanding of the social work role and activity by Social Worker
01, this participant reported significant role conflict, which was not the apparent result of Social
Worker 01 taking a job outside the social work domain. Perhaps the source of this group’s
experience of conflict lies in the understanding of social work itself.
During the interviews, most of the participants were asked if they believed if their job
description was written by someone who had a sufficient grasp of the nature of social work as
well as the role and activity of the worker. When social worker 01 was asked this question, she
replied, “Absolutely not.” This incongruence between the social worker’s understanding of their
role and activity and that of the employment role was experienced by 11 participants (see Table
10). The personal belief of incongruence, experienced by 50 percent of this group, in
conjunction with the more common experience of role conflict suggests that a potential source of
this phenomenon may be the common understanding –or misunderstanding— of social work
itself. One might hypothesize that other helping professionals are confused or misinformed
about the role and activity of the social worker, and that this confusion or misinformation is
affecting the employment experiences of the 19 participants reporting role conflict. The findings
of this study seem to strengthen that argument.
Role conflict may be resolved by means of three orientations: moral, expedient, and
moral-expedient. The majority of participants (i.e., 14 social workers) shared examples of
conflict resolution that met the criteria for the moral-expedient orientation, a strategy in which
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the participant chooses between an expedient or moral path depending upon the immediate
situation, and its potential rewards and sanctions. I am aware that this clinical understanding
might foster an errant profile of a social worker who is opportunistic and disingenuous, and this
perception, I believe, cannot be farther from the truth. Consider, for example, the case of a
newly graduated social worker who is looking for employment. Using a well-known
employment website, she queries “social worker,” and is provided with dozens of options. One
of the agencies listed was a field placement site for some of her classmates. The position at this
agency required that the applicant have a degree in social work, psychology, sociology,
rehabilitation, or human service. This social worker applies for the position and is hired.
However, she begins to notice that things are done differently than she learned about in school.
Initially, she made small adjustments to her practice of social work. “After all,” she thought,
“everyone has to compromise in their job.” Then, she has an experience that is more significant,
and the workplace expectations are for her to comply. Her understanding of social work is
pulling her in one direction and the pressures of the workplace are pulling her in another. “I
need this job,” she thinks, “maybe I should give in, just this time. I mean, this is a social work
job, after all. Maybe I’m the one who’s wrong. Why would the school send students here if this
wasn’t social work.” So, the social worker complies, and she keeps her position, and her
understanding of social work, perhaps her social work identity, is changed. In this example, one
of the most potent forces shaping the nature of social work is not the academe but the workplace.
Slowly, like water to a stone, the workplace transforms social work to what it needs it to be.
Without the benefit of a clear understanding of social work, ambiguity is fostered, and the
workplace takes full advantage of this opportunity.
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Understandings of Social Work
Each of the participants supplied their working definition of social work. With few
exceptions, however, these definitions provided little insight into social work, nor did they
significantly distinguish it from other helping professions. For example, the definition provided
by Social Worker 01 states: “Social work is connecting people to resources, empowering them in
their choices and their goals and helping them navigate the system, which can be a little
overwhelming for people.” Yet, if one were to substitute “health care navigator” or “guardian ad
litem,” the definition would be equally true.
The frustration expressed, or the difficulties experienced by the overwhelming majority
of participants when asked to define social work suggests one of two causes: the participants
were unable to define social work solely because of their own deficiencies, or there is a problem
with social work’s definition that was exposed by this exercise. I am inclined toward the latter
hypothesis, especially since social work’s definition –the area of its professional domain, and its
unique activity and role— have been questioned periodically by members of the profession
(Forenza & Eckert, 2018; Meyer, 1969; Queen, 1922). Since significant role conflict was
reported by this study’s participants, and since this conflict is related to the participant’s
understanding of social work as well as that held by the employer, the findings of this study
suggest that there is a problem of social work’s definition. It is possible that the problem is
isolated to these study participants, but that seems improbable. Regardless, further research is
needed to better determine the nature and scope of this phenomenon.
Limitations of the Study
While the study yielded some remarkable findings, especially with respect to the activityrole continuum, the super and subordinate orientations, the use of modifiers, and the
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identification of a dominant orientation of role conflict resolution, there were flaws in the study’s
design which couches these finding with a degree of caution.
Perhaps the most significant challenge to this study was caused by the competing
interests posed by the theoretical framework and the need for the participants’ experience to
emerge naturally from the interviews. Finding the balance between these interests can be
difficult for the most seasoned of researchers. If a balance between the two is not established,
there is a risk that the framework may be imposed too strongly and possibly inhibit the
unearthing of the participant’s experience, potentially in ways that could contradict the
framework itself. Because of the limitations of this study, especially with respect to the number
of interviews that could be conducted with each participant, it is possible the alignment of the
participant’s experience with aspects of the framework may be premature or errant all together.
Additional interviews as well as additional interviewer and coders might have buttressed these
interests and supported a happier balance. Since the resources were fixed, and since the
framework might be too strong, caution should be taken when interpreting the findings of this
study.
Due to limited time and resources, the number of interviews to which each participant
was subjected was capped at two (i.e., one 60-minutes interview, and one 30-minutes follow-up).
Because aspects of the phenomenon emerged throughout the interview process, the interview
questions and structure evolved as well. Consequently, some participants –simply because of
timing— were unable to participant in the exploration of certain questions. Certainly, this study
would have benefited from a longer data collection period as well as more interview sessions.
A second concern involves the diversity of the sample and the number of participants.
All of the 22 participants were members of social work Facebook groups, and worked largely in
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counties located in south-central and south-eastern Pennsylvania. Because of their membership
to the social work groups, one might safely assume that all the participants came to the study
with a social work identity. Therefore, the study would have benefited –and perhaps present a
more accurate representation of social work identity— if the participant pool would have been
larger and more diverse, with respect to area of social work practice, years of experience, level of
the social worker, as well as geographic location. In addition, the enhanced sample might also
include demographics not considered in this study such as gender identity, race, and ethnicity.
Finally, a mixed-methods design would allow for a more expansive investigation and
greater participation. Furthermore, the use of additional coders would help to eliminate bias in
the qualitative portion.
In many respects, I learned how to execute a qualitative phenomenological study as I was
doing it. Perhaps this is not the recommended path, but I imagine that it is a typical one for
many doctoral students.
Conclusion
All of the participants of this study identified as a social worker, regardless of their ability
to define social work, its activity and role. However, most of the participants expressed
frustration when trying unsuccessfully to distinguish their professional activity from that of
another helping professional performing the same task. Role conflict –the probable result of
social work’s ambiguity— was experienced by nearly every participant. Often, this conflict
required the social worker to conform their social work identity in some respect to the needs and
limitations of the workplace. Without the buttresses of a common understanding of social work,
the social worker is often at the mercy of the employer. They must navigate this borderless,
indistinct domain as best they can, curating their idiosyncratic social work experience. The
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moral-expedient orientation encourages the worker to choose battles, using their selections from
the social work canon as their professional plumb line.
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Recommendation and Conclusion

In the independent film, The Dying Gaul (2005), Jeffrey Tishop has the perfect life.
Together with his wife, Elaine, this successful Hollywood studio executive lives on a palatial
estate. But secretly, Jeffrey is engaged in a passionate affair with Robert Sandrich, an aspiring
screenwriter. As Robert becomes more invested and their relationship becomes more
ambiguous, he confronts Jeffrey, who responds to Robert with the following: “You can do
anything you want, as long as you don't call it what it is” (The Dying Gual, 2005, as cited in
IMDb, 2005). Clearly, this analogy is imperfect, as Robert’s egocentric and manipulative
behavior has nothing to do with the subject at hand. However, the notion of a concept –perhaps
maintained and celebrated in its vague and unstructured state— that provides shelter for any
number of activities, holds some resonance with social work.
The ambiguity of social work, its role and activity, has been the subject of discussion and
debate for decades (Devine, 1922; Lubove, 1969; Meyer, 1969; Minahan, 1981; Specht &
Courtney, 1995). For several participants of this study, the individual experience of social
work’s ambiguity both enabled their accidental journey to the profession as well as proved
corrosive to their workplace fit, even if the worker was unaware of the problem’s true source.
Therefore, it may be in the best interest of the social work profession if it were to address –with
resolve, creativity, and fearlessness— the issue of social work’s clarification and definition.
These goals need not be regarded as threats to social work’s broadness and flexibility. On the
contrary, increased clarity may serve to open new doors, as other helping professions may
become aware of a richer understanding of our specialization and identify additional positions
for which we are exceptionally suited. In addition, increased clarity and definition may help to
lessen the worker’s experience of role conflict, thus removing the obstacles of unreasonable
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expectations and facilitating the worker’s ability to attend to their task and help the clients before
them. Fundamentally, clarity and definition would support the worker’s social work identity.
To achieve greater clarity and definition of social work, its role and activity, I make the
following recommendations.
Preparation to Anticipate Ambiguity and Conflict
With few exceptions, most participants in this study experienced significant role
ambiguity and role conflict in their workplaces. Some participants suggested that the person
who was responsible for creating their job description or detailing their duties must not have had
an adequate or accurate understanding of the nature of social work or the role of the worker.
Surprisingly, this was the case as well for participants who occupied employment roles that were
designated specifically for social workers. If role ambiguity and role conflict are found to be
common experiences for social workers beyond this group of 22 participants, social work
educators should prepare social work students to anticipate these obstacles. Regular and candid
discussions, occurring in several courses throughout the curriculum, should address the probable
experiences that await the social worker in the workplace, especially for the worker who will be
entering a multidisciplinary environment. Social work students should be helped to recognize
role ambiguity and role conflict, and better enable a proactive response. Additionally, these
discussions should include the analysis of real-life scenarios and the rehearsal of role conflict
resolution strategies that utilize the Code of Ethics and the processes of consultation and
supervision. Due to the potential pervasiveness of the experience of role conflict among social
workers, it would unfortunate –and perhaps ineffective— if this topic were relegated to one
course or one discussion.
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Social Justice
For most participants of this study, social justice referred to the nondiscriminatory
treatment they showed their clients. For a few others, social justice informed their political
activities such as voting, demonstrations, and writing letters to elected officials. While these
actions are important, they seem to fall short of the profession’s expectations.
Social workers promote social justice and social change with and on behalf of clients
(NASW, 2017, Preamble).

Social workers are sensitive to cultural and ethnic diversity and strive to end
discrimination, oppression, poverty, and other forms of social injustice (NASW, 2017,
Preamble).
Social workers challenge social injustice. Social workers’ social change efforts are
focused primarily on issues of poverty, unemployment, discrimination, and other forms
of social injustice (NASW, 2017, Ethical Principles).

Social workers should advocate for living conditions conducive to the fulfillment of basic
needs and should promote social, economic, political, and cultural values and institutions
that are compatible with the realization of social justice (NASW, 2017, 6.01).

Social workers should engage in social and political action that seeks to ensure that all
people have equal access to the resources, employment, services, and opportunities they
require to meet their basic human needs and to develop fully. Social workers should be
aware of the impact of the political arena on practice and should advocate for changes in
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policy and legislation to improve social conditions in order to meet basic human needs
and promote social justice (NASW, 2017, 6.01a)

Social workers should promote policies and practices that demonstrate respect for
difference, support the expansion of cultural knowledge and resources, advocate for
programs and institutions that demonstrate cultural competence, and promote policies
that safeguard the rights of and confirm equity and social justice for all people (NASW,
2017, 6.04c).
In our code, the value of social justice is the only aspect that is unique to social work. Every
other value and ethical expectation can find its parallel in the codes of other helping professions,
such as the American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy, the American Mental
Health Counselors Association, the American Psychological Association, and the Association for
Addiction Professionals (American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy, 2015;
American Psychological Association, American Mental Health Counselors Association, 2020;
2016; NAADAC, 2021). Therefore, the social work profession –and social workers
themselves— must recommit to social justice. Since social justice is intended to be fundamental
to the profession and pervasive in our activity, then social justice should also be fundamental to
and pervasive throughout one’s social work identity.
For Devine (1922), social justice was the unifying element. For Stoeffler and Joseph
(2020), it is the keystone. And for all social workers, social justice is our subject, and advocacy,
our verb.
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A Census of Social Workers
Whenever the NASW reports on the total number of social workers, areas of social work
practice, and the profession’s job outlook, the NASW cites the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
(BLS). The following citation from the NASW website provided a typical example.
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, there were more than 680,000 social workers
in the United States in 2016. With an expected growth in jobs of 16 percent by 2026,
social work is one of the fastest growing professions in the United States (National
Association of Social Workers, n.d.).
However, the use and reliance upon this statistical source might prove problematic if the data
collection method was flawed, as might occur when persons are misassigned to social work
categories. In addition, social workers, employed under different job titles, may go uncounted
(George Washington University Health Workforce Institute, 2017). The BLS recognizes several
“similar occupations” to social work including community health worker, rehabilitation
counselor, school counselor, social and community services managers, substance abuse
counselor, and mental health counselor (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). Classification
under any of these job titles would clearly affect the total job estimate. Furthermore, as
previously noted, the definitions of the social worker, used by each of the 50 States and District
of Columbia, are inconsistent and may prove as muddled as those of the BLS (Hill, et al., 2017).
Particularly problematic for contributing to a national profile of the profession, Hill,
Fogel, Plitt Donaldson, and Erickson (2017) observed an absence of a unifying and functional
definition of the worker’s role across jurisdictions (i.e., States and the District of Columbia). If
the definitions of the worker are inconsistent, and if these definitions limit the jobs held by
workers within a jurisdiction or the scope of their activity, these definitions affect fundamentally
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the data collected BLS. Perhaps a more accurate profile of the worker and the workforce may be
best informed by a census, such as the one mounted by the International Association of Schools
of Social Work (IASSW).
In response to the explosive growth in newly established schools of social work
education in Eastern Europe and China in the 1990s, the IASSW conducted a world census in
1996, specifically to access the commonality of social work education (Barretta-Herman, 2005;
Garber, 1995; Garber, 2000). Under the direction of Ralph Garber, the IASSW distributed
censuses to its membership schools throughout the world (Barretta-Herman, 2005; Garber, 1995;
Garber, 2000). Riddled with marketing and translation problems, the completion rate was
disappointing, with only 37 of 77 countries participating (Garber, 2000). In addition, 45 percent
of the responses came from U.S. schools, distorting the hoped-for global perspective (Garber,
2000). In 2010, the IASSW made a second attempt (Barretta-Herman, et al., 2014). While the
response rate had improved from the first census (i.e., 34 percent), this project continued to be
plagued by challenges attributed primarily to the instrument’s length, response fatigue, and
translation and terminology inconsistencies (i.e., “regional differences in what was considered a
critical indicator or characteristic of the program worthy of noting”) (Barretta-Herman, et al.,
2014, p. 477). These censuses would be instructive for a less ambiguous regional survey
conducted by the CSWE and the George Washington Health Workforce Institute.
In 2018, the George Washington Health Workforce Institute surveyed 1,716 recently
graduated social workers (i.e., 311 BSW; 1,405 MSW) “to better understand the job market for
social workers and the demographic background of new social workers, their educational and
career pathways, employment outcomes, and job satisfaction” (George Washington University
Health Workforce Institute, 2018, p. 1). While this survey – as well as the one which preceded it
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in 2017 – yielded rich data on this population, it shed little light on the workforce beyond the
first year of employment.
Because of the limitations of previous surveys and censuses, the profession continues to
go without a comprehensive profile of the social worker in the field. A census of the United
States social work workforce could provide invaluable information such as a nuanced breakdown
of social work jobs, the scope of income earned by workers, the impact of the gig economy, the
workers’ access to health care, workforce trends, a quantitative understanding of the
contributions of non-clinical, baccalaureate- and associate-level workers, as well as a richer
understanding of how members of the social work workforce experience their social work
identity, and the role and activity of the social worker. Therefore, a social work census would
help the profession better understand itself, and ultimately, define itself.
Social Work Classification
In 1973, Elsebeth Kahn made the following observation: “A great deal of direct service
does not require professional expertise … [and] some differentiation on the basis of
specialization and complexity of tasks seems unavoidable, though hazardous” (p. 36). Kahn was
speaking to the six-level social work classification, that included social work paraprofessionals,
as well as the process of differentiating tasks. “We must work on delineating social work’s
domain,” Kahn stated, “ranging from the nonprofessional, nontechnical tasks to the most highly
specialized, professional ones” (1973, p. 33). An argument could be made that these statements
remain as true today as they were then, especially for the social worker in a position that does not
require a special license or certification. In addition, this experience (i.e., some social work tasks
may be performed by other helping professionals or persons who did not benefit from social
work education) was confirmed by several participants of the study. If social work’s domain is
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the activity that may only be performed by a social worker, how should we understand the
domain if it found that other helpers can complete the same task? And, if they are able to
complete this task, should they be known as social worker? Perhaps one way of resolving the
confusion lays in the expansion of the social work tent.
Currently, this tent welcomes those with baccalaureate, masters, and doctoral degrees in
social work. All others –even those who would have once been considered social workers— are
no longer welcome. The profession has a long history of excluding from the fold current
practitioners of abandoned modalities or practice areas, such as case workers or other social
service providers. Social work’s exclusive membership makes the task of definition all the more
challenging.
Several participants of this study maintained that the distinguishing characteristic of
social work was not a particular and exclusive activity, not social justice or advocacy, not a
theory, practice, or experience; the distinguishing characteristic was the degree. The argument
that a social worker is such because of a degree seems to lack substance, especially when the
same task may be performed by other helpers. Ironically, the more inclusive the social work
tent, the easier social work is to define. Perhaps the time has come to resurrect the social work
classifications.
I am aware that some believe that instituting social work classifications would dilute the
meaning of the MSW and inhibit the professional opportunities of this degree. I cannot disagree
more strongly, as the same employment opportunities that prefer or require a master-level worker
will continue to require that. And it would be ludicrous to suggest that the creation of a social
work specialist (i.e., social work paraprofessional) could threaten the career prospects of a
master-level worker. If that is the case, then the profession is far more fragile than I believe it to
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be. In this age of specialization, these social work classifications do not dilute the MSW degree,
they enhance the uniqueness found at each level.
A new social work classification system would 1) bring into the profession those who are
performing social or human services, such as case workers, residential worker, shelter and soup
kitchen workers, child welfare workers, etc.; 2) provide level-appropriate social work education
and training; 3) enhance the skills and competency of the worker; 4) provide certification and
expectations for continuing education; and 4) enhance the quality of service the clients of these
workers would receive. To facilitate a new social work classification system, I suggest the
following actions be taken, an adaptation of the levels presented in the Standards for Social
Service Manpower (Alexander, 1975).
1. The new structure would include the following levels:
A. Social Work Specialist (High school diploma or GED; Social work training and
certification);
B. Social Work Associate (Associate social work program and certification);
C. Social Work Bachelor (BSW or equivalent programming with certification);
D. Social Work Master (MSW); and,
E. Social Work Doctor (DSW or Ph.D. in social work).
2. Social work specialist: This level would be appropriate for those persons who are
interested in joining the profession, and they do not have the interest, time, or resources
for other levels. These persons would be provided basic social work training and
certification. Jobs appropriate for the social work specialist include entry level social and
human service position.
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3. Social work associate: This level is for person who have received a social work
associates degree or equivalent programming, plus certification.
4. Create an alternative track for the bachelor social worker. The Bachelor of Social Work
degree is awarded typically to those who have completed the requirements of the social
work major in a baccalaureate program. However, an optional track should be created to
enable college graduates, holding non-social work degrees, the social work education to
be certified as a bachelor social worker. This may be the same education offered in the
bachelor’s program but presented in format conducive to the needs of the students (e.g.,
evening or weekend classes, intensive weekends, weekend field experiences or rotations,
online education, etc.).
5. The remaining two levels –social work master and social work doctor— would remain as
they are. Additionally, social workers on these levels may choose to augment with
certifications or licenses as required by the area of social work practice.
During the interviews, I asked the participants the following question: “would you feel
comfortable with levels or classifications of social work?” One response in particular made me
pause.
Social Worker, 3 years of experience: I feel like that already exists. If you think about our
hierarchy in child welfare, there is the case aide … then there’s the bachelor level social
worker, where you are a case manager. And then there’s the master level, where you
could be the supervisor. I kind of feel like there's already that kind of hierarchy.
The participant explained their belief that levels already exist because of degrees, licensure,
certification, and experience. If this is a common perception, perhaps the profession’s
membership will welcome a bigger, more inclusive tent.
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Definition of the People
In his book, The Professor and the Madman, Simon Winchester tells of the unusual
friendship and professional partnership of Sir James Murray, a Scottish etymologist, and William
Chester Minor, a retired U.S. Army surgeon, who was living with severe mental illness. Against
all odds, these men would create much of what constituted the first edition the Oxford English
Dictionary (Winchester, 1998). Detailed in this volume was the significant effort the
construction of each definition required. References were collected and incorporated, ranging
from professional to popular, from current to historical (Winchester, 1998). This process of
creating an entry for the dictionary could inform the profession’s contemporary challenge of a
definition.
To say that there is no definition of social work would be untrue. In fact, there are many
definitions. But no existent definition has been able to adequately meet all of the needs. This
definition must speak to the common social work experience and be recognizable. Also, it must
be free of jargon and accessible to the general public. Additionally, it must inform other helping
and healing professionals about the nature of our domain. Even if one were to satisfy all of these
constituencies, there remains the question of the definitions author: Who will write it? Who is
authorized to write it? All of these concerns and questions brings me back to the story of Sir
James Murray and William Chester Minor. Perhaps the answer to social work’s definition may
already exist in a dictionary. According to the American Heritage Dictionary, social work is …
organized work intended to advance the social conditions of a community, and especially
of the disadvantaged, by providing psychological counseling, guidance, and assistance,
especially in the form of social services (American Heritage Dictionary of the English
Language, 2000).
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According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, social work is …
any of various professional activities or methods concretely concerned with providing
social services and especially with the investigation, treatment, and material aid of the
economically, physically, mentally, or socially disadvantaged (Merriam-Webster
Dictionary, n.d.b).
Both of these definitions were created by the same laborious process used by Murray and Minor.
Dozens of sources, maybe hundreds, both professional and popular, current and historic were
used to construct these simple sentences. These definitions are not perfect, but they may be good
enough. They are easy to understand and free of jargon. They speak to a specific domain and
each makes a reference to social justice. But, for a definition to become official, it must be
embraced by the membership. It must become the people’s definition.
Conclusion
Chalkbeat is a digital news publication that provides “essential educational reporting
across America” (Aaronson, 2020). In a recent essay posted in the New York edition, Vanessa
Vélez, a school social worker in the New York City public school system shared her experience
of being a social worker. An excerpt is included below.
When I say I’m a social worker, I usually get one of three responses:
“I could never do that kind of job!”
“Why did you choose a career that makes no money?”
“So you take children away.”
I’ve also been asked for help renewing a driver’s license and with food stamp
applications. People have requested I speak to their troubled child, sibling, or friend
because I will instantly know how to solve their problems.
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As a social worker in the New York City public school system, I struggle between
upholding the Social Work Code of Ethics and doing exactly what I am told by school
administrators who typically have a misguided understanding of what my work entails.
Instead of applying my skill set —active listening, empathy, and communication that
empowers our clients and promote social change— I am ordered to fill in the gaps, from
wake-up calls to data entry to disciplining students for dress code violations. I’ve had to
cancel counseling sessions to stand by metal detectors that children are required to go
through, to monitor the hallways, or to “watch” a group of suspended students.
I could fill pages with all the jobs I’ve done that have nothing to do with social
work. The rationalization is that any type of human interaction automatically translates
into “social work.” That’s because most people have no idea what a social worker does ...
To be clear, I have no issue helping with duties outside my role. I am aware that
working in a school requires a lot of flexibility; teachers are also often asked to do things
other than teach. I do take issue when my primary function is obliterated and unrelated
tasks take precedence over the mental health needs of students, especially since there is a
shortage of school social workers …
Part of the issue is the lack of recognition of our professional identity. I have been
introduced as “a guidance counselor who focuses on more emotional stuff than
academics.” This is a misconception; social workers and guidance counselors are not
interchangeable. And unlike some of the work counselors do, such as programming and
tracking credit accumulation, much of our data is anecdotal rather than measurable …
Despite my passion for social work, my role continues to be diminished and my
time is largely spent on tasks below my skill set. Our students are hurting, and while
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listening to their stories may not add to the data, it just may save another life. And that is
the only number that matters (Vélez, 2021).
In Vanessa’s experience, we hear the echoes of 22 participants, social workers from various
practice areas, scattered throughout south-central and south-eastern Pennsylvania. These social
workers have no connection to Vanessa but for the profession they share, and the ambiguity and
conflict they must endure. For Vanessa, these participants, and the profession itself, clarity and
definition must be achieved.
In the interim between Jane Addams’ European tours, she contemplated her identity. Of
course, we have the benefit of knowing how her story would unfold, how she would establish
Hull House and help create a new profession. But, at that moment, Jane Addams’ purpose and
path seem indistinct. A poem by Matthew Arnold gave words to her feeling: “Weary of myself,
and sick of asking, what I am, and what I ought to be” (Arnold, n.d.; Addams, 1998, p. 55).
Eventually, Jane found who she was, and with ingenuity, perseverance, and grit, she began what
she needed to do. She found her voice, her mission, and her identity. Now the profession finds
itself like Jane, asking, “What am I and what ought I to be?”
It has been 132 years since Jane Addams and Ellen Starr first opened the doors of Hull
House (Addams, 1998). It has been 106 years since Abraham Flexner’s address at the National
Conference turned the profession’s focus to its professional identity (Flexner, 1915; Lubove,
1969; Peters, 2017). It has been 100 years since Edward Thomas Devine and Lilian Brandt
described social workers as a diverse assemblage of practitioners, and social work’s activity, “to
diminish the amount of poverty, disease, and crime, and to improve general living and working
conditions” (Devine, 1922; Devine & Brandt, 1921, p. 1). It has been 47 years since the NASW
published Standards for Social Service Manpower, a document which presented a six-level
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social work classification (Alexander, 1975). Perhaps the time has come for us to return to our
roots and find wisdom from the past to clarify and define our present.
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Appendix A
Working Statement on the
Purpose of Social Work

(Developed by participants at the second meeting on conceptual frameworks)
The purpose of social work is to promote or restore a mutually beneficial interaction between
individuals and society in order to improve the quality of life for everyone. Social workers hold
the following beliefs:
• The environment (social, physical, organizational) should provide the opportunity and
resources for the maximum realization of the potential and aspirations of all individuals
and should provide for their common human needs and for the alleviation of distress and
suffering.
• Individuals should continue as effectively as they can to their own well-being and to the
social welfare of other in their immediate environment as well as to the collective society.
• Transactions between individuals and others in their environment should enhance the
dignity, individuality, and self-determination of everyone. People should be treated
humanely and with justice.
Clients of social workers may be an individual, a family, a group, a community, or an
organization.
OBJECTIVES
Social workers focus on person-and-environment in interaction. To care out their purpose, they
work with people to achieve the following objectives:
• Help people enlarge their competence and increase their problem-solving and coping
abilities.
• Help people obtain resources.
• Make organizations responsive to people.
• Facilitate interaction between individuals and others in the environment.
• Influence interactions between organizations and institutions.
• Influence social and environmental policy.
To achieve these objectives, social workers work with other people. At different times, the target
of change varies – it may be the client, others in the environment, or both.

Minahan, A. (1981). Purpose and objectives of social work revisited. Social Work, 26(1), 5-6.
doi:10.1093/sw/26.1.5
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Appendix B

Social Work Identity: A Qualitative Study Advertisement

Who Do We Think We Are?

155
Appendix C
CONSENT for PARTICIPATION

You are invited to participate in a research study being conducted through Kutztown University.
I ask that you read this form and ask any questions you may have before you decide if you wish
to participate in the study. The University requires your consent before you are permitted to
participate.
This study is being conducted by Michael Hassler, doctoral candidate.
Title of the Study:
In Search of a Common Understanding of the Social Work Identity
Purpose of the Study:
The purpose of this research study is to identify the essence of social work identity
by exploring each participant’s understanding of their social work role and activity.
Procedures:
If you agree to participate in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:
1. Read Consent for Participation.
2. Return the email which indicates your consent (see instructions under “Statement of
Consent”).
3. When the researcher receives your consent, you will be contacted by phone and asked
basic demographic information, completing the Subject Demographic Form. In addition,
the researcher will review with you the procedure of the research, including the recording
of each Zoom session. At this time, you will have an opportunity to ask any questions
you might have. If you refuse to have your Zoom sessions recorded, you will be
excluded as a study participant. The final step to occur during this telephone
conversation is the scheduling of the 60-minute Zoom interview.
4. Participate in a 60-minute Zoom interview which will be video recorded and transcribed.
At the start of the recording, you will be asked again to provide your consent for the
session to be recorded.
5. Participate in a 30-minute Zoom session to review the information shared in the interview
and contribute additional feedback. At the start of the recording, you will be asked again
to provide your consent for the session to be recorded.
Risks or Discomforts, and Benefits of Being in the Study:
Since the topic explored in this study is not of a sensitive nature, it is anticipated that there will
be minimal risk to the participant. Some discomfort, related specifically to the subject’s
participation in a video recorded interview, may result in mild anxiety due to the unusual nature
of this task as well as the participant’s interaction with a stranger. However, it is also anticipated
that this anxiety will be brief, and that the subject may find the experience positive and pleasant.
The 20 interviews of this study may help determine the specificity and durability of the social
work identity of this group of social workers, diverse in education, practice area, and experience.
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In a modest way, such information may enable the profession to identify areas of commonality,
advise efforts to clarify and strengthen the professional identity, and expose areas requiring
additional research.
Confidentiality and Anonymity:
Records will be kept private and will be handled in a confidential manner to the extent provided
by law. In any report or presentation, we will not include any information that will make it
possible to identify a study participant. You will remain anonymous.
Voluntary Participation:
Your participation is voluntary, refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to
which you are otherwise entitled, and you may discontinue participation at any time without
penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.
Contacts and Questions:
You may ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later regarding the research
study, you may contact the researcher listed below. If you have any questions or concerns about
the rights of research participants, please contact the IRB Committee at Kutztown University at
484-646-4167.
Researcher: Michael Hassler, MSW, doctoral candidate
Department of Social Work, Kutztown University
Cell: 302-660-6493
Email: mhass829@live.kutztown.edu
Academic Advisor: Stephen W. Stoeffler, MSW, Ph.D.
Associate Professor, Department of Social Work, Kutztown University
Phone: 610-683-4361
Email: stoeffler@kutztown.edu
Compensation:
As a token of appreciation for participating, you will receive a remuneration of $30, distributed
in two portions as follows. The first – a $10 gift card or code – will be emailed to you within 24hours of completing the 60-minute Zoom interview. The second – a $20 gift card or code – will
be emailed to you within 24-hours of completing the 30-minute Zoom session.
Future Research Studies:
In the event the data will be used in future presentations, research, or publications, identifiers
(i.e., name, phone number, and email address) will be removed, and will not be used or
distributed for future presentations, research studies, or publications.
Statement of Consent:
I have read the information described above and have received a copy of this information via
email. I have asked questions I had regarding the research study and have received answers to
my satisfaction. I am 18 years of age or older and voluntarily consent to participate in this study.
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If you would like to participate in this study, please do the following to provide your consent:
1. Click reply
2. Type “I consent”
3. Type their name and phone number.
4. Send the email to the researcher.
Once your consent has been received, the researcher will contact you to complete the Subject
Demographic Form.
Thank you for your participation.
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Appendix D

SUBJECT DEMOGRAPHIC FORM
Name:
Cell:
Email:
1. Type of Social Work Degree:

o Baccalaureate
o Masters
2. Do you have a social work license (e.g., LSW, LCSW, LICSW, etc.)?

o Yes
o No
3. Are you a member of NASW?

o Yes
o No
4. Type of educational institution:

o private
o private/religious-based
o public
5. Name of the most recent social work school you attended:
6. Current social work practice:

o clinical/psychiatric social work
o medical/hospital social work
o macro social work
o school social work
o social/human service, such as child welfare, outreach, crisis, assisted care,
etc.
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7. What is the primary location of your current social work practice?
State:
County:
Zip code:
8. Provide the official job title of your current position:
9. Total number of years of social work practice:
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